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Loose Parts & Open-ended
Materials
What Are Loose Parts?
Loose parts are materials that can be moved, combined, redesigned, taken apart, and
put back together in countless ways. These materials inspire creativity, problem-solving,
and independent exploration. The term “loose parts” was introduced by architect Simon
Nicholson in 1971, emphasizing the idea that the more variables (or “loose parts”) in an
environment, the greater the opportunity for creative engagement.

These materials can be natural, recycled, or everyday household objects, such as:
Natural: Pinecones, sticks, stones, acorns, seashells, leaves, sand, logs
Recycled: Cardboard tubes, fabric scraps, bottle caps, corks, buttons, wooden spools
Household: Measuring cups, baskets, scarves, wooden spoons, clothespins

“In any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity & the possibility of
discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind of variables in it.”  

- Simon Nicholson



Feature Open-Ended Materials Traditional Toys

Examples

Wooden blocks, scarves,
cardboard boxes, pinecones, logs,
fabric scraps, rope, baskets, clay,
pebbles, shells, wooden spools.

Toy cars, talking dolls, shape
sorters, electronic learning
tablets, plastic kitchen sets,
battery-operated toys.

Flexibility

A stick can become a wand, a
fishing rod, or part of a fort. A
basket can be a hat, a home for
small toys, or a sorting container.

A toy car always rolls as a car.
A talking doll always repeats
the same phrases.

Number Needed
Fewer—each item has limitless
uses.

More—each toy serves a
specific function.

Age Range
Suitable for multiple ages; grows
with the child.

Often designed for a specific
age range.

Creativity & Play
Encourages imagination and
flexible thinking (e.g., a box can be
a house, a rocket, or a tunnel).

Limits play to a predetermined
function (e.g., a toy phone is
always a phone).

Engagement
Holds interest longer as children
explore new possibilities.

Loses appeal once mastered.

Space & Storage
Requires fewer items, creating a
less cluttered space.

Requires more toys to meet
different needs.

How Loose Parts Differ
From Traditional Toys
Unlike structured toys with a single function (e.g., a toy car that only rolls), loose parts
allow children to assign meaning and purpose to materials. A stick might become a
wand, a fishing rod, or a building tool—offering more opportunities for deep
engagement, problem-solving, and flexible thinking.

Open-ended materials keep play fresh and evolving, while traditional toys often lose
their appeal once their predetermined function is exhausted.



Benefits of Loose Parts &
Open-ended Materials

2. Promoting Cognitive Development:
Loose parts naturally engage children in
foundational cognitive skills, including:

Problem-solving: How can I balance
these sticks? What can I build with
these stones?
Critical thinking: Children test ideas,
evaluate outcomes, and make
adjustments.
Spatial awareness: Stacking,
arranging, and constructing help
develop an understanding of size,
proportion, and balance.
Mathematical concepts: Children
explore counting, sorting, classifying,
patterning, symmetry, and
measurement through hands-on
manipulation.

1. Enhancing Creativity & Imagination: Loose
parts provide limitless possibilities for children
to express themselves. Because these
materials do not have a fixed purpose, they
encourage:

Divergent thinking: Instead of following
instructions, children explore multiple
ways to use materials.
Symbolic play: Objects can be anything
the child envisions, supporting pretend
play and storytelling.
Artistic expression: Children arrange,
combine, and modify materials in unique
ways, leading to original creations.



Benefits of Loose Parts &
Open-ended Materials

4. Encouraging Physical Development:
Loose parts support the development of
both fine and gross motor skills:

Fine motor skills: Picking up small
objects, threading beads, stacking,
and arranging materials help refine
dexterity and hand-eye coordination.
Gross motor skills: Moving logs,
balancing on rocks, lifting, carrying,
and climbing promote strength,
coordination, and agility.

3. Supporting Social & Emotional Growth:
Open-ended materials provide valuable
opportunities for social interactions and
emotional expression:

Collaboration: Children work together,
share ideas, and negotiate different roles
in their play.
Confidence-building: With no “wrong”
way to play, children experience
success and pride in their creations.
Resilience and persistence:
Experimenting with different materials
teaches patience, problem-solving, and
perseverance when something doesn’t
work the first time.
Emotional regulation: Loose parts allow
for self-expression, whether through
movement, design, or storytelling.



Benefits of Loose Parts &
Open-ended Materials

6. Connecting to Nature and
Sustainability

Eco-friendly play: Loose parts
encourage the use of natural and
recycled materials instead of
plastic, battery-operated toys.
Environmental awareness:
Exploring natural materials fosters
an appreciation for nature and the
environment.
Resourcefulness: Children learn to
see everyday objects as tools for
play, reducing reliance on
commercial toys.

5. Fostering Independence and
Decision-Making: Since loose parts do
not come with instructions, children take
ownership of their play:

Self-directed learning: They make
choices about how to use materials,
rather than following adult-led
activities.
Risk-taking and experimentation:
Children feel empowered to test new
ideas, take risks, and explore
possibilities.
Intrinsic motivation: Engagement is
driven by curiosity, rather than an
external goal or reward.



Infant List of Loose Parts &
Open-ended Materials

1.Large wooden rings (too big to fit in mouth)

2.Soft fabric scarves (lightweight, breathable)

3.Cotton stuffing

4.Metal bowls (for sound exploration)

5.Wooden spools (extra-large, smooth edges)

6.Sturdy cardboard tubes

7.Large pinecones (sealed and non-splintering)

8.Acrylic mirrors (on the ground or on the wall)

9.Large silicone baking cups (for grasping/crinkling)

10.Loofah sponges (natural texture exploration)

11.Chunky wooden blocks (oversized, no small parts)

12.Wicker baskets with different textures

13.Large seashells (too big to swallow)

14.Soft-bristle baby-safe brushes

15.Large felt squares (different colors/textures)

16.Bamboo rings (extra-large, splinter-free)

17.Wool balls (soft and larger than mouth)

18.Fabric-covered nesting bowls

19.Coconut shell halves (sanded smooth)

20.Sturdy cardboard boxes (for crawling in/out)

21.Cushions or weighted pillows (for climbing)

22.Large nesting cups (for stacking and knocking over)

23.Fabric scraps (variety of textures like velvet, denim)

24.Soft rubber balls (grasping and rolling)

25.Wooden dowels (chunky, smooth, safe for grasping)



1.Large wooden rings (for threading and stacking)

2.Play silks (for movement and pretend play)

3.Metal bowls and wooden spoons (for filling/dumping)

4.Wooden spools of various sizes

5.Cardboard tubes (for rolling objects through)

6.Pinecones (for stacking and pretend play)

7.River stones (for sorting and arranging)

8.Fabric pouches (for hiding small objects)

9.Wooden blocks (variety of shapes)

10.Small wicker baskets (for transporting items)

11.Hollow coconut shells (for pretend cooking)

12.Tube lighting and flashlights (for light exploration)

13.Long ribbons and thick yarn (for weaving and tying)

14.Sturdy wooden lids (used as plates or platforms)

15.Bamboo rings (for rolling and stacking)

16.Fabric tunnels (for crawling through)

17.PVC pipes (for dropping objects through)

18.Large nuts and bolts (safe-sized for twisting practice)

19.Tree stump slices (for stepping, stacking, arranging)

20.Wooden crates (for carrying and stacking)

21.Old tires (for climbing, rolling)

22.Wooden planks (for balance play)

23.Large baskets (for carrying objects)

24.Clipboards and blank paper (for early scribbling)

25.Child-sized magnifying glasses

Toddler List of Loose Parts
& Open-ended Materials



Preschool List of Loose Parts
& Open-ended Materials

1.Small wooden planks 

2.Tree stump slices

3.Wooden spools

4.Pinecones, stones, sticks, and sea glass

5.Smooth river stones

6.Cardboard boxes 

7.Fabric scraps

8.Thick yarn and string

9.Old tires 

10.Wooden discs (from tree branches)

11.Bamboo sticks

12.Large metal or wooden pots and spoons

13.Wooden crates 

14.Small seashells

15.Clay or natural playdough

16.Felt pieces 

17.PVC pipes and tubes

18.Buckets and shovels

19.Sandbags or weighted fabric pouches

20.Clipboards and blank paper

21.Nuts, bolts, washers, and other metals

22.Fabric tunnels

23.Magnifying glasses

24.Buttons, beads, recycled bottle caps

25.Wooden peg dolls



Beverage Caps Shape Tiles

Marker Caps CD's/DVD's & Cases

Buttons Funnels

Bottles Egg Cartons

Beads Cups

Straws PVC Pipes

Loose Game Pieces Rings/Curtain Rings

Hair Rollers Bubble Wrap

LOOSE PARTS LIST OF SUGGESTED MATERIALS: PLASTIC



Sticks Sand

Rocks/Stones Gardening Seeds

Leaves Pinecones

Logs Acorns

Wood Chips Sweet Gum Balls

Flowers/Dried Flowers Seashell/Sea Glass

Potpourri Feathers

Dirt/Soil Corks

LOOSE PARTS LIST OF SUGGESTED MATERIALS: NATURAL MATERIALS



Felt Faux Fur

Rope Burlap

String Curtains

Yarn Aprons

Twine Carpet Samples

Cotton Rubber Bands

Chiffon Scarves

Silk Velvet

LOOSE PARTS LIST OF SUGGESTED MATERIALS: FABRICS



Cans Wire

Lids Magnets

Keys Small Poles/Rods

Bracelets/Bangles Forks & Spoons

Screws/Bolts/Nuts Strainer

Washers Pots & Lids

Old Jewelry Muffin Tins

Chains Old License Plates

LOOSE PARTS LIST OF SUGGESTED MATERIALS: METALS



Visibility & Accessibility – Store materials in clear bins, baskets, or open shelving so
children can see what’s available and independently select what they need.

Categorization – Group similar items together (e.g., natural materials, building
materials, textiles) to make selection and cleanup easier.

Rotation – Avoid overcrowding the space by periodically rotating materials to
maintain interest and prevent overstimulation.

Safety – Store smaller items out of reach of infants and toddlers to prevent choking
hazards while allowing older children access to more intricate materials.

Portability – Use baskets, trays, or small containers to allow children to carry materials
to different areas for play.

Aesthetic Appeal – Choose neutral storage containers, wooden crates, or natural
baskets to create a calming and inviting environment.

General Principles for
Storing Loose Parts



Invitations to Inspire
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