Do environments that offer loose parts play enrich a child’s learning experience?
Since the publication of Simon Nicholson’s article How NOT to cheat children: The Theory of Loose Parts in 1971, the concept of ‘loose parts’ has influenced settings where young children are spending much of their early childhood. Loose parts “allow children to do the thinking instead of the manufactured toy that has set directions. This is beneficial because it reaches such a deep cognitive level of thinking, problem solving, and persisting” (Haughey and Hill, 2017, p.6).
Parents and carers now have the option of sending their children to outdoor settings where children are closer to nature in a natural environment. These environments offer open-ended materials where as indoor-based settings focus mainly on static furniture and traditional toys and try to bring the outdoors in (Welsh Government, 2015).
The researcher will look at whether their setting environment is offering natural learning experiences for children through the implementation of loose parts play in both the indoor and outdoor environment and consider whether or not they need to develop loose parts further in their setting in order to enrich a child’s learning experience.
The research will also look at how practitioners and parents influence a child’s perception of open-ended materials found in the environment. The research aims to investigate how children of different ages are interested by materials that have unlimited play possibilities and multiple outcomes (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2016, p.3) and how this can support a setting to develop their practice.
This research will focus on giving something back to the children through supporting their learning and development and not through focusing solely on observing them and taking from them. According to Daly and Beloglovsky (2016, p.11), loose parts provide many opportunities and experiences for children to develop skills that they will need as they grow older; for example, they will learn to take risks and become critical thinkers. Through developing these life skills, Daly and Beloglovsky believe that loose parts support a child’s development through all areas of their learning. Therefore, this research will look at how this is possible and if a setting can promote a child’s holistic learning and development through implementing loose parts within the environment.
There is a lot of research on how loose parts attract a child’s attention and how toys are very limited in their design.
An example of this would be that of early childhood educator Magda Gerber. Gerber (2013), believed in seeing children as independent learners and recognised the importance of children interacting with loose parts which she called play objects. Her idea of a play object was something that did nothing but had unlimited possibilities when a child interacted with the object. Gerber referred to toys as passive objects that were limited in their design and would not support a child to experiment or manipulate their environment. She believed children need open ended materials as play objects that allow them to be in control of their environment in order to learn at every stage of their development.
Daly and Beloglovsky (2016, p.4) also support this idea of a toy as passive. Once a child has played with the toy and achieved the outcome for which it was designed, children look for a new challenge and want to move on to something else.
Such research has focused on how loose parts and open-ended materials are important influences within a child’s environment and how this environment is then brought to the forefront of a child’s learning experience.
However, toys and static environments are still very much at the centre of early childhood. The introduction of the Foundation Phase Framework in Wales acknowledges that children learn through play however it also emphasises how activities and experiences should be planned and structured as well as including a variety of equipment and apparatus, in order for children to grow and progress in their development (Welsh Government, 2015).
Therefore, the research will look at how these environments can implement loose parts and continue to enrich a child’s learning experience. This research will consider building on the knowledge of loose parts and how a child develops critical and divergent thinking. It will build on the understanding of how the implementation of materials that can be manipulated, moved and changed can support a child’s development holistically.
First-hand experience by the researcher has seen how when there is something new, children will be quite often drawn to the box and the packaging either before investigating the items inside or afterwards. This research aims to draw on this notion and how such examples support a child’s learning and development (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2015).
The research will be significant to early years practitioners as it will build on Froebel’s kindergarten and his emphasis on the importance of play and learning in a natural environment that has become known all over the world. Froebel believed that children need to be able to learn without pressures from the practitioners, but the practitioners, through observation should help children to learn and develop through things that interest them; focusing on what they can do, rather than what they cannot do. This supports the theory of loose parts as children have the freedom to explore materials and objects that have no specific outcome. Froebel developed his gifts for the kindergarten and it is these open-ended materials that support a child to take control of their play and their environment (Early Education, 2019).
Current literature suggests that when children are engaged in unstructured and child led play, they are learning across all areas of their development. According to Bohling, Saarela and Miller (2010), research has confirmed that when children play, they also learn, and that learning is even richer when it takes place in the outdoor environment. According to Fox and Wirth (Community Playthings, 2015) this is because of the availability of loose parts in the natural outdoor environment, therefore supporting the view that offering loose parts within the environment is maybe essential to a child’s learning and development.
Much research and implication of loose parts has largely followed the Reggio Emilia approach, founded by Loris Malaguzzi (Early Childhood Today, 2001), which focuses on a number of principles. The Reggio Approach puts emphasis on the environment as needing to inspire children. A child’s environment needs to be free from clutter and materials need to have a purpose – they need to interest each child and should be designed to encourage a child to communicate, to investigate and to cooperate (Early Childhood Today, 2001).
Elinor Goldschmied introduced the idea of treasure baskets which were filled with sensory objects from the natural environment. She believed that these would provide a richer play experience for children instead of the brightly coloured traditional plastic toys. She felt that the plastic offered very little sensory stimulation as there is no differentiating smell, taste or texture to any plastic toy (Goldschmied and Jackson, 2005).
In a similar approach, according to Haughey and Hill (2017), environments that offer static toys that are made from bright plastic colours form a more traditional classroom and children primarily use their visual processing system in order to process the high frequency colours. Such environments are described as “visual and auditory heavy” and for children this can be a distraction in the environment.
Haughey and Hill (2017) also go on to describe how, in settings where there is a wide range of materials of different shapes and sizes, the tactile processing system is primarily used by children in order to interpret what they are seeing and feeling through the skin. They acknowledge a link between the emotional centre of the brain and the tactile system. Children are encouraged to learn about the world through touching and feeing and recognising the differences between weight, size, texture and temperature.
The idea that materials that have already been used for something else can be introduced to children to be used in a different way again has been influenced by theorists and educators including Maria Montessori; who focused on the environment as being calm, organised and clutter free with child sized furniture (Montessori, 1996), Lev Vygotsky; who placed an importance on children interacting with the environment (Vygotsky, 1978) and Loris Malaguzzi; whose Reggio approach put an emphasis on the environment as being the third teacher in a child’s learning and development following the teacher and the child (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 2007, p. 40).
Loose parts play is becoming more widely acceptable because loose parts are seen as sustainable and, in a world where reducing, reusing and recycling is expected; using materials and resources that already exist is helping to protect the environment. Many resources and materials sourced for children to use as loose parts have come from the recycling centre or from recycling bags within the home and this also makes them economically feasible for practitioners who benefit financially (Daly and Beloglovsky, 2014).  
Loose parts play programmes are being more widely introduced into settings following the publication of Loose Parts Play: A Toolkit (Casey and Robertson, 2016). This document was later adapted by Play Wales in order for it to reflect the Welsh culture and legislation. Similar toolkits are being published across the globe and adapted according to a country’s legislation and context. The toolkits provide settings with the knowledge and understanding to provide loose parts programmes in their environments. This does not transform the whole environment, but it adapts part of it in order to introduce children to loose parts. These settings do not primarily focus on loose parts throughout the sessions, rather they introduce loose parts at various times. 
An example of one such setting is Lyons Early Childhood School. Jackie Neill who runs a loose parts play programme in the school introduces loose parts to children during outdoor play (Lester and Clark, 2016). Traditional toys are substituted with a variety of loose parts that include bicycle parts and steering wheels. According to Lester and Clark, Neill described how much the children enjoy experimenting with the loose parts; “the main thing is that it's their choice what they do with it and what they create, what they're curious about… it's about actually letting them have the choice to do with it what they want.”
Research by Daly and Beloglovsky (2016) has shown how loose parts play offers many opportunities for open ended learning. It supports mathematical development through measurement, balancing and spatial awareness as well as teaching children to become critical thinkers and engage in problem solving and abstract thinking. Loose parts play also promotes a child’s language and literacy development through connections and conversations.
In order to look into this in more depth, the research paradigm will be based on an interpretivist philosophy and will focus largely on qualitative methods in order to understand how environments that offer loose parts enrich a child’s learning experience. The research will focus on how children engage and interact with the loose parts and how they become involved within the activities.
Adopting a qualitative methodology will provide an in-depth insight into loose parts and how they expand a child’s learning opportunities. These methods will allow the researcher to gather a wide variety of data that can be compared and will look at how loose parts may provide opportunities for children to extend their play and therefore enrich their play space and facilitate play (Play Wales, 2017). This paradigm will also concentrate on how children interact with loose parts and if they have a preference to traditional toys or equipment that have no limitations to their purpose within the environment. It will consider whether or not children choose to repeat their experiences and what this means for their learning and development.
Basing this research on an interpretivist approach as opposed to a positivist approach will allow for various methods that include unstructured interviews and observations. Unstructured interviews allow conversation to flow naturally between the researcher and the participants and to build on the relationships in order to improve the validity of the research findings. A positivist approach would not fit this research as it would limit the amount of data collected. These quantitative methods would not allow for the research to look at the interactions and involvement of the children as more, in-depth data is needed to look at this.
In order to understand the relationship between children and loose parts, it will be necessary to carry out observations of the children as they engage with loose parts. According to an article by Jane Drake (2006) on Observing Children, “observation is about watching children’s actions, expressions, gestures and behaviours, and listening to their talk and interactions.” Observations in this research will provide an understanding of how children interact with the materials and resources that are described as loose parts. The observations will focus on children within the setting where loose parts are offered in addition to traditional toys within a static environment; both indoors and outdoors. Children are allowed to play freely, and the research will look at the choices the children make in their play preferences.
The observations will focus on those children who have chosen to play with the loose parts. It will consider whether they seek guidance from an adult or whether they are happy to play alone or if they ask a peer to join with them.
This research will focus on participatory observations, which are an important part of the research methodology and to the provision later on. According to Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013, p.92), “observation is something that we all do as we collect data” whilst participant observation can specifically “provide deeper insights into what is occurring.”
Participatory observations will allow the researcher to gain first-hand experience which will support their understanding of the research topic (Roberts-Holmes, 2011, p.124). Therefore, this method is important to this research as it will make research richer by providing insight into what a child is doing and what is happening within the environment. It is important for the children to be involved so that it can be seen how loose parts attract their attention and interest them. it is important to try and view the world through the eyes of the children – to see what they see and to therefore interpret their thoughts and ideas based on their actions and interactions with their peers as well as with adults. Children’s participation is important because the research is looking at how their learning and development can be supported through loose parts play.
In considering children participating within the research, the researcher will consider Hart’s ladder of participation (Hart, 1992). It is important to the research that the children in the setting are given a voice and this is reflected in the observations. The children will be fully informed of the research process in an appropriate way and it does not go ahead without their consent (Nolan, Macfarlane, Cartmel, 2013, p. 84-85).
Through the observations it is important to gather as much data as possible in order to compare the research findings. In order to gather robust data that is reliable and valid, repeated observations will be carried out at the same time on the same day each week over a period of six weeks. This will allow for observing the same group of children at the same time which will ensure the data collected is consistent. The setting will be a small home-based setting where the ratios are high. This setting has been selected for the research as the researcher is based at the provision and is familiar with the children and families. The researcher will consider how loose parts within the environment affect the children’s learning and how the provision can be improved.
The children will be between the ages of thirty months and fifty-four months because these children will have a good understanding of what the researcher is explaining to them. They will understand whether or not they are happy to participate and allow the researcher to include them in the research process and how the findings of the research could affect the provision. 
The observations will also look at children whose parents and carers have an awareness of loose parts and provide similar opportunities for children outside the setting. In comparison, the observations will look at the same number of children whose parents do not have any knowledge of loose parts and do not provide specifically related activities outside of the childcare setting. These comparisons will allow for a wide range of data to be collected and analysed to support the research findings.
The researcher will film observations in order to ensure that they can give their full attention to the children and what is going on. Through recording what is going on, the researcher will be able to look back at the data and go through it repeatedly. This will support gathering a large amount of data that may have been missed if the researcher chose to try and sit and write everything down. Although it will take a lot of time to transcribe the footage, it will be more valuable to the research to have the entire observations recorded (Roberts-Holmes, 2011, p. 122).
As part of the research methodology, questionnaires will also be conducted and handed out to parents and carers. The research will also use questionnaires to support knowledge and engagement of the topic with the wider circle – for example the parents and carers of the children. According to Robert-Holmes (2011, p.165), “questionnaires tend to provide the broad picture of people’s experiences and views. Questionnaires work through the use of standard questions which make it possible to draw comparison between responses.”
The questionnaires will inform the research by looking at how a child is influenced by their caregivers. The questionnaires will be handed out to parents and cares and will ask for information on the understanding of loose parts of the primary carer. The research will then consider how this impacts a child’s decision to play with loose parts within their childcare setting. It will look at any relationship between a child being offered loose parts at home to whether or not they play with the loose parts in the setting, or would they prefer the traditional toys instead?
Following the interpretivist paradigm, the questionnaires will aim to collect as much qualitative data as possible. The questions will be open-ended in order to allow for the participant to provide details of their views and experiences. The questions will need to be simple and easily understood – considering those who will be receiving them. The researcher will ensure that the questionnaires are piloted beforehand in order to prevent any misunderstandings from happening. It is good practice to pilot first to ensure that the research is moving in the intended direction as sometimes proposed methods may not be feasible. A pilot will also show if something needs to be refined (Robert-Holmes, 2017, p.37).
The researcher is aware of the difficulty in getting responses from questionnaires. However, through verbally discussing the research with parents and carers first, and then through handing them directly to them, they are more likely to respond. In addition, they will be given an envelope in which to return the questionnaire and they will be able to put it into a box provided so as to protect confidentiality and anonymity.
The questionnaires will also have a separate piece of paper attached so that should a participant be wiling to take part in an interview as a follow up from their questionnaire, they are able to complete it and hand it in separately whilst keeping their questionnaire anonymous.
An additional method as part of the research process will be unstructured interviews. These interviews may follow on from the questionnaires if it is deemed appropriate by the researcher. It would not be appropriate to interview the children in this research process as it is unlikely they would understand the concept of playing with loose parts as opposed to traditional toys. Therefore, the interviews will be conducted with parents/carers who have indicated they would be willing to participate in an interview following completion of the questionnaire. 
According to Roberts-Holmes (2017, p.149), in an unstructured interview, the focus is taken away from the researcher and more time is given to the participant to discuss their interests and ideas. The researcher may initiate conversation, but their role will then be to listen and respond appropriately and to ask for further information when appropriate.
This method would allow further enquiring of the questionnaires to expand on the information already provided. It would allow the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the respondents’ role and their input in their child’s learning.
The interviews will also be recorded in the same way as observations. This enables this researcher to be more attentive to the participant. The researcher will be able to concentrate fully which will possibly lead to further questioning and more in depth conversation regarding the research topic.
A proportion of the data collected would be quantitative – for example the number of children who choose to play with loose parts as opposed to traditional toys, however the majority of the research methods will focus on qualitative methods and therefore follows the interpretivist paradigm. These methods will look at how loose parts have an influence on children and if a child who engages with loose parts more frequently or confidently has an enhanced learning experience compared to a child who does not regularly participate in loose parts play.
Therefore, it is necessary for the researcher to interpret a child’s interests from the data collected from the observations, questionnaires and interviews and whether their learning is enhanced through loose parts play. The researcher will use these three different methods as means of collecting a variety of evidence that will support the research. This methodological triangulation will involve comparing different methods in the research process and will ensure that the qualitative data collected is both valid and reliable.
According to Mukherji and Albon (2009), methodological triangulation ensures that research findings are reliable and more convincing. Therefore, through using these methods, the researcher will gather a variety of evidence that will support the research and the interpretivist paradigm.
Although this is a small-scale research project, it is intended that through the methodology, a vast amount of qualitative data will be collected in order to support triangulation and therefore increase the validity and reliability of the findings (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).
The findings from the research will be grouped together into different themes and according to those children who have experience of loose parts outside of the setting and those who do not. This will help to compare the data and support the relevant research findings.
The researcher will also consider The Mosaic Approach (Clark and Moss, 2005) to support gathering the evidence and then putting it altogether in order to analyse, reflect and interpret the data. Through using the Mosaic Approach the children are involved in interpreting their own contributions to the research and are therefore seen as having a voice and experts in their own lives (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).
Ethical issues will be considered further however it is important to note here that in undertaking this research, the researcher will act responsibly and ensure as best they can that no harm will be done to those involved in the research, including the children, their parents and carers, as well as practitioners (Nolan, Macfarlane, Cartmel, 2013).
Prior to the research it is important that consent is obtained from the participants as this reflects their willingness to participate in the research (BERA, 2011). It will be necessary to consider the process for seeking consent from younger children. It would be inappropriate to just assume a child is willing to take part, however the research process does need to be discussed with the children involved and consent must be ongoing. The researcher needs to consider child protection and also the possibility that a child may say no to participating in the research and they may not want to be observed or filmed. In addition, a child who has not provided consent may enter the video recording which would then void the data collected on that clip.
It is also important to note that even if parents and carers have agreed to participate through questionnaires and interviews as well as agreeing to their children being observed, if a child at any time becomes upset or shows any distress then the observation stops immediately, regardless of the affect this may cause to the research and the researcher (BERA, 2011).
It must also be clear to all participants that should they change their mind at any point during the research process, then they have the right to withdraw from the research and that there is nothing further expected from them (BERA, 2011, Nolan, Macfarlane, Cartmel, 2013).
The impact on the researcher must also be considered as they are conducting the research in their own setting. The advantage of this is the researcher is familiar with the setting and the children and as the provision already exists, a child without consent will not necessarily be excluded from activities or experiences within the setting. 
However, a disadvantage of this is that the parents/carers may feel obligated to participate in the research even though they may not want to because of the relationship they already have with the researcher.
In addition, participants may find themselves in a bias position as they may feel they have to give certain responses in order to seek approval or to provide the information they feel the researcher wants from them.
The researcher will be honest and open with the participants and will fully explain the research process. Initially, it will be explained verbally and then followed up by a letter informing the participants again of the process, what is involved and what is expected of them. At this time, it will be imperative to explain that the researcher is asking them to participate – but they are under no pressure to feel that they have to and if they prefer, they can respond in writing so that they do not feel uncomfortable. The researcher will also inform the participants that if they do refuse to participate, it will in no way affect their relationship with that person.
As the manager of the setting the researcher will also consider the fact that there is no gatekeeper and consent from the children and their parents/carers therefore is imperative (Roberts-Holmes, 2011). The researcher is aware of these issues but believes that the benefits of the research outweigh these concerns. 
All the data collected and held by the researcher in relation to the research and the participants must be kept confidential. It is important that the researcher considers how to store the data, and should it be stored electronically then it is also password protected. During the research process all data will be kept electronically and will be stored on a cloud-based programme and backed up regularly. In addition, it will be password protected. All field notes will be hand written directly onto a tablet which automatically stores the information digitally and will be immediately secure. It is important that regard is given to the GDPR and that participants are informed of this and their rights (Roberts-Holmes, 2013).
The researcher will remain self-reflective throughout the research process. This is important to ensure they are minimising risks, avoiding bias, protecting the participants and themselves, and to ensure it is moving in the right direction. It is important the researcher does not pass judgements but analyses the data appropriately and presents their findings clearly to the participants following the research (Roberts-Holmes, 2013). 
The researcher will look at the data to reflect on how loose parts have been used within the setting and if their implementation has influenced a child’s learning experience and whether the provision would benefit from further resources.
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