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Research
Literature Review 
Why is loose parts play important?
Loose parts are natural resources that can be used in numerous ways allowing children the opportunity to experiment through their play while using their imagination and creativity to create their own play experiences. Loose part play enables young children to explore and expand their ideas while enhancing their confidence and self esteem, it encourages them to think about risks and overcome those risks through their own play (Spencer et al 2019). This is supported by Daly and Beloglovsky (2014) who states children usually rather play that enhances their curiosity and allows them to be in control with their imagination. They believe the best way to enhance a child’s natural curiosity is to ensure a wide range of resources and materials that are called ‘loose parts’ are readily available to the children. Loose parts are items or materials that can be manipulated, easily manoeuvred, controlled and changed. These can be large, small, natural, found, recycled items, reused items. Including vehicles, pine cones, leaves, flowers, cardboard rolls, containers, supplies and more. An item that a child or individual can make into whatever their wants or needs desire allowing free rein for their imagination and creativity to run wild. Flannigan and Dietze (2018) state through observation loose part play supports a child’s development in many ways such as social skills, language and communication skills and risk taking alongside problem solving. Loose parts can be included in all areas of a setting, indoors and outdoors allowing the children to experience and investigate them everywhere they go. Children are born with the natural instinct to be curious about the world around them, to investigate and explore every aspect they can, ensuring an environment includes loose parts supports a child’s curious mind while allowing them to manipulate objects and use their imagination to bring their thoughts and ideas to real life through their play. According to Utami and Eliza (2022) loose parts should be mostly natural resources, this ensures children have regular exposure to nature building a connection to the outdoors. Loose parts should be replenished often, adding different things and changing them regularly and rotating to allow the children to experience different objects. There are many benefits to loose parts these include enhancing individuals creativity and imagination while allowing them to be independent and lead their own play, development of their problem solving skills while taking risks and assessing risks, building fine and gross motor skills along with hand to eye coordination, enhancing language and communication skills with social skills. Spencer et al (2021) supports this by stating free play is important in early childhood as it offers many physical and mental benefits, loose parts or open ended items have been linked with positive social behaviours, increased confidence and self esteem, creative skills and resilience. Loose part play encourages children to test their abilities, take risks while assessing the situation and problem solving. Evidence suggests outdoor play rarely give children the opportunity to have risky play therefore introducing loose parts in outdoor areas could help provide these opportunities. 
Furthermore, another benefit of loose parts is linking to nature and the environment, relating back to sustainability and teaching the children to value items and reduce, reuse, recycle to create a better environment that will have a huge impact on their futures. As the children learn about the environment and how to become sustainable this begins to incorporate with their home life, introducing it to family/carers and making an even bigger difference. Sear (2016) states by linking loose parts to the environment relates to sustainable practice and procedures, encouraging and supporting the children with loose part use links practice to the National Quality Standards across all seven Quality areas and through the National Curriculum Early Years Learning Framework Learning Outcomes. Ozlem et al (2023) states there is little research on loose part play especially relating to the benefits on cognitive development, existing studies mostly focus on loose part play outdoors and the benefits on a child’s physical and social development. Gibson et al (2017) supports this by stating in studies cognitive, social and emotional development have received less attention using quantitative studies, however qualitative studies have shown positive results. Participants also reported increased self esteem, growing confidence and less aggression at playtime. 
The curiosity approach (no date) considers light as a loose part, light can open up a child’s imagination and take it to the next level. Manipulating light encourages problem solving and thinking skills by investigating shadows, reflections and colours while entering a world of imagination igniting a child’s curiosity, It opens up socials skills by inviting conversations and discussions that include scientific concepts and extended vocabulary. An item is no longer a ‘loose part’ when and if it has specific purpose and looses all aspect of being open ended and limitless. It is important to evaluate and balance out the risks with the benefits when it comes to loose parts, loose parts are not all ‘small choke able items’. Risk assessments are important and ensure children are safe but are also having access to items that pose little if any risk. When risk is embraced as a natural part of play and everyday life rich, inviting provocations are created for the children to become the leaders of their own learning. When conducting this research project, the aim is to gather information about loose parts play and why is it important in early years, to educate families/carers about loose parts while getting their point of view too. It is also to get the children’s feedback and their voices and opinions to be heard and listened to while taking any suggestions on board, allowing for more loose parts play. Ensuring loose parts are included in all areas and are readily available for children supports the child’s development and imagination while giving them free rein in their own play. Rooijen (2023) states risk should not be avoided as it only limits a child’s opportunity to part take in challenges. Practitioners should provide children with many opportunities to manage risks and challenges in their play allowing them to risk assess and overcome their fears while exploring their boundaries. Loose part training is available for practitioners or parents/carers online to educate on everything loose part. Giving ideas for items, explaining how loose parts can be used effectively, risk assessments that should be done, how loose part play enhances learning and development and overall giving the participant of the training confidence and support (train me now 2023). 
Methodology
In this research project the research will have a participatory approach with the children and their families/carers. Webber et al (2024) states participatory approach is the involvement of the people in the research those being the young children and families in hopes to allow them their own voice and freedom of choice to relay back their opinions and interests regarding loose parts and loose part play. Researchers working in a participatory way builds a relationship with the child creating trust and communication therefore getting better results. To fully get an understanding of children’s opinions on loose part play and experience it is essential that the research is informed by the children and their families/carers themselves getting and insight to their thoughts and feelings. Lydon (2012) supports this with the ‘mosaic’ approach, an approach that allows the children an active participation through various sources including photographs, role play, maps, observations and conversations allowing them to communicate their thoughts and feelings and showing others their view of the world around them. A participatory approach for why is loose parts play important will be beneficial because it will give children their voice to give answers maybe adults would not have thought of. Aswell as this, as Holmes (2008) states the UN Convention on the Rights of the child discusses in the ethics chapter that adults should be coming away from working for children to working with children. By listening to children’s views you can appropriately respond to them, ensuring their needs are being met. A child’s mental health and well-being depends on them having a sense of control and a voice, participatory and inclusive research can have a positive effect on a child’s well-being and gives them the sense of belonging. 
Observations and questionnaires will be carried out for data in this research project, the questionnaires will be aimed towards parents/carers and other practitioners to get an understanding of their views on loose part play and why they think its important. The questionnaires will include mostly tick box questions and answers with one or two written answers to allow for more detailed responses. The amount of questions the questionnaires will include will be around 10-20 questions with the aim for them to take around 10 to 15 minutes to complete, this is to ensure to keep the participants attention and interest while they fill out the questions. The benefits that could come with questionnaires are the quick turnaround times enabling the data to be collected relatively easily and at a fast rate. However negatives could include not much information obtained from the simple tick box questions. The focus on this study is gaining and understanding on the benefits of loose part play and gaining and insight on how others perceive loose part play. To help understand children’s play experiences qualitative research will be undertaken (Rooijen et al 2023). The observations will be carried out under normal circumstances with no pressure and a welcoming environment to ensure the children are happy and at ease exploring in their usual surroundings. Observations will be done 2-3 times to ensure enough information is collected, and the information is accurate. Classroom observations have the ability to improve children’s learning environment by giving the teacher the knowledge of the child’s interest and schemas to create appropriate provocations to support and enhance their development. The benefits to observations are seeing first hand what goes right and what does not work so well, as well as this is the children are being observed while in the moment allowing for accuracy and true reflections. However weakness’ could be poor record keeping, distractions and lack of information, they can be difficult to analyse and understand why people have answered in the way that they have and they give little if any depth into the topic of question. (Tackie-Ofosu and Bentum 2013). Furthermore, Herbert (1998) states a weakness of observations can be from the halo effect, this is when an individuals recent progress has the onlookers overrating the person being observed. Also, the individual’s being observed can sometimes be judged for their potential rather than their actual performance causing inaccurate results for a research project.  Another factor to take into consideration is the Hawthorne effect, this is when an individual’s behaviour or performance changes under pressure and while they are being observed , they can also act differently to make themselves look better which will result in misleading results in the research, . They act a certain way to please people  and give them what they think they want to hear in that scenario. By using triangulation in this research project enables the outcome to have multiple perspectives, helps overcome biases and increases the credibility of the result. Triangulation means using more than one approach when researching a question, the aim for this is to increase the confidence and trustworthiness of the results (Heale and Forbes 2013). After all the data is collected evaluation of the results will begin, ensuring data is assessed properly is paramount. The effectiveness of the project is at risk if the data is not correctly stored and evaluated. In order to control the Hawthorne effect every participant needs the same amount of attention and the same support ensuring the process of them being observed is not the reason they are behaving in a different manner (Herbert 1998). 

Ethical Considerations
During any research with children permission must be obtained from the parent/carer or legal guardian, this will and can be done using permission forms that clearly provide all the relevant information and every detail about the upcoming research. Along with this the parents/carers or guardian will be made aware that they can withdraw from the research during any time and this will be stipulated on the permission forms too. Mukherji (2018) supports this by stating that before any research project begins the participants must be made aware of all the details before giving permission. They also must be made aware that they are able to withdraw at any opportunity. NSPCC (2023) Research Ethics Principles states informed consent is a main principle of research ethics, consent is not a one off choice it is an ongoing decision that the participants have the choice to pull out of at any time. If research is done in separate parts it is important if there is a time gap in between that parents/carers or legal guardians are given the opportunity again to withdraw from the research before the researcher continues with the project. Assent in research is used when a participant is unable to give fully informed consent but are able to express a willingness to participate and show an understanding of the situation. Researcher’s should be aware that a child’s voice is the most important and if a child or young individual expresses they do not want to take part in any way then that automatically overrides the parents/carers permission or consent. To receive assent off a young child age appropriate information is required ensuring they understand and can communicate effectively. Participants information is to always stay anonymous and confidential, in early years research the names of children or staff are able to be changed to different names in order to keep the individuals anonymous. However UWTSD (2022) states that although confidentiality is important when conducting research in childcare environments it is not a requirement. The reason for this is due to safety of the children and adults, it is the responsibility of the researcher to report any concerns they may have if something was to arise that causes concern. It is their duty to ensure everything is written down in notes and reported immediately.
When getting consent or permission from individuals for research honesty is important, making sure they are aware of all details no matter how minor. Ensuring you are honest about the research goals and intentions, honest in gathering the data together, and ensuring to acknowledge the work of other researchers if you have incorporated any of their work into your findings or how you went about your research. University of Oxford (no date) states that informed consent is a principle of research ethics, ensuring participants can enter research freely with all the information about it without any persuasion for them to take part. They state there are two stages to consent for adults and these are stage one- giving them all the information for the person to have all the details and if they choose to they can give the researcher an answer about partaking or not. Then there is stage two- getting consent, the participant shows interest and the researcher goes through all the details again in which the participant consents to each term before signing the forms and obtaining written consent. Researchers should make sure they comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) during and after the consent process. UWTSD (2016) Research Data Management Policy states data is to be password protected and only those who have been given permission to use the data can have access to it, this ensures its kept confidential and the participants stay anonymous. UWTSD (2021) support this by stating data protection should be top priority before any research project takes place and should continue being top priority throughout the project and after it  is complete. All research needs to be stored in the university’s managed environment that protects against date breach to ensure data security for everyone involved, the participants, the researcher and the university. The risks for the participants during the research could include choking on small hazardous items, however this risk can be managed by colour coded loose part items and any that have a high risk assessment to be in red and only handled when in one to one or one to two ratio of adult to child and supervised at all times, and to be out of the children’s reach in a locked away cupboard. Also practitioners could attend loose part training courses to extend their knowledge on loose parts and how to risk assess and manage situations this could help give the practitioners more confidence with loose parts and hopefully stops them avoiding loose parts play with the children (Haughey 2023). A risk for the researcher could include if they failed to obtain correct consent and forgot to ensure the participants were well informed about all the details of the research, this could lead to legal action against the researcher and even the setting. The setting could also be at risk as the research took place there and with their employer. BERA (no date) is a membership that helps advance research quality, it is a registered charity that believes educational researchers should ensure ethics are considered for all individuals involved including themselves. BERA reminds researchers of the main principles in the Equality Act 2010 these being age, race including colour, gender, nationality, sex or sexual orientation, marriage status, disability, pregnant or on maternity leave, religion or belief and ethnic or origin. Everyone should be included and have the right to be included in the research if they choose too, inclusivity during the project is paramount. It is also important for researchers to have ways that maximise the results while minimising any harm to any individuals involved or around as well as caring for the environment. In cases like observations there are possibilities that others around have not consented to participate in the research therefore it is the researchers duty to find a practical solution without causing upset or exclusion for any of the children. 
