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INTRO

LOOSE PARTS!

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

         Simon Nicholson 
Theory of Loose Parts

          One of the simplest and least
expensive ways to boost the fun and
creativity in your outdoor space is to
add “loose parts” for play. Loose parts
can be anything such as cardboard
boxes, kitchen pots and pans,
blankets, tires, boards, traffic cones,
milk crates, tennis balls, golf balls,
ping pong balls, pine cones,
branches, seed pods. It can be almost
anything. Children don’t really care as
long as they can build with it, create
with it, make stuff with it. 

          Fixed playground equipment is
fine and dandy. It’s built tough and
usually does what it was made for
just fine. But children can’t change it.
Not really. But they can with loose
parts. Every random tire is rich with
possibility. Every straw bale can have
a life of its own. The stuff is just
waiting for the child to play with it.

Children in classrooms and living
rooms around the world build all
sorts of amazing things with
building blocks and couch
cushions that we’d never imagine.
Yes, they are learning math or
science or engineering but they
are also simply following their
whims and molding their reality
acccording to their own wishes. 

Every
random tire
is rich with
possibility.
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          Loose parts let children control their play and build what they want to
build. It’s not for us to determine the outcome, but rather to simply provide the
stuff, the raw materials. We could never imagine how empowered children
may use the materials we’ve given them. It’s another one of those “stand back
and be amazed” opportunities. You can predict that children will use the stuff,
but you can never fully predict how. The beauty of playful surprises! 
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       What kinds of loose parts should you use and where do you get them? It
almost doesn’t matter what stuff you put out for play, just that you put it out
there. You want loose parts that are relatively safe, no sharp edges or toxic
materials obviously. Age-appropriateness is important of course as well as
how much room you have to store the stuff. But it really comes down to what
you can get your hands on. 

          Every play space could be filled with different materials depending on the
community and specifics of the place. If you are a nature-based program or
live in the woods sticks become your materials. If you are in the tropics it might
be palm fronds and coconuts. If you are in town or an urban area wood can
come from tree service contractors or your city forester. Furniture and appliance
stores are great suppliers of boxes. Second hand stores and reuse centers are
treasure troves for loose parts. Gutters, plastic tubing, pulleys, wheels, frisbees,
balls. 

Getting Materials
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          Do you live in a place that manufactures special products? If so they may
have acceptable “seconds” or scrap materials that are a by-product of what
they make that could serve your purposes. I’ve seen some interesting
collections of play-appropriate industrial materials including truck loads of
weird plywood cut-out shapes, spools of mis-colored climbing rope, leftover
ladder parts. Check with your local widget factory down the road to see what
they may have for you! And put out the word to friends, neighbors, and other
parents to see what odd stuff they may be able to donate to the cause when
they clean out their garages or pull out beat up pots and pans from their
kitchens. 
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STUFF SAYS YES

         Did you know that loose parts talk to children? It’s true. Just like we
adults say yes or no, the materials and stuff we provide for children say yes or
no too. If a thing is too precious, too beautiful, too obviously loved by the
adults it sends a message that it should be really only be used in certain
ways: the adults aren’t going to want me wrecking this stuff. I better be
careful. Whereas loose parts that are a little beat up, a tire, scrap boards,
used colanders, or tennis balls in abundance say to the child, “Use me how
you’d like to. Do whatever you want. The adults know I’m here but they’ve
put me here for you. Be creative! When we’re working our best to say yes to
children the stuff we supply should say yes too. 

          Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and in this case the beholders are
children. And the things they are beholding look different to us than they do to
them. Through the eyes of a child straw bales, boxes and boards are
transformed into the stuff of legendary stories. They may not even see the
cardboard as they are zooming to Mars or the bottom of the sea. It’s all a
means to a make-believe ends. It eventually transforms back into the
ordinary but for moments it’s magic. If we learn how to look and fully say yes
we’ll see it too. 
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STORAGE

         Having good storage is
often the key to having good
loose parts play. It can be fun
to rotate the loose stuff, and
stage different areas with
different materials to keep
the space interesting and full
of surprises. That is one of
the fun roles of a play
supporter. A spacious
storage shed lets you
stockpile your stuff and dish it
out in bits over time. Or your
storage shed can be open for
the children to grab what
they want when they want to.
Or perhaps you have smaller
satellite storage spots in
specific locations in the yard.
Sand parts near sand pits.
Water play stuff near the
fountain. Digging tools stored
by the giant dirt hill. Or
maybe you’re liberated and
free to leave it all out in a
celebrated mess. Again, it
doesn’t matter exactly how
you provide the loose parts
for play, just that you provide
them.
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SAFETY

         It’s true that with loose parts anything can happen, so part of your risk
management scheme is to keep a somewhat close eye on things and even
establish some basic ground rules. I’ve heard safety rules for loose parts
play that say “respect others, respect yourself, respect the stuff.” In some
ways those are the only rules we really need about anything! Talk it over
with your children. Invite their ideas of how to best appropriately use the
stuff. They know deep down the lines they shouldn’t cross. That doesn’t
mean you shouldn’t still keep careful watch on things. Lines do occasionally
get crossed! .

Adding this stuff definitely makes the play more interesting but it also
means your job might be busier too. You’ll want to make frequent safety
checks on all your pieces and parts to make sure nothing has become
hazardous overnight (or after a wild spaceship-destructing session). Decide
where the best place for your loose parts are and if there are any places
they should not be used. Some groups leave their stuff out and don’t mind a
messy environment. Other people prefer tidiness or share the space with
others, or are in a public place where loose stuff could walk away at night. 

Make FREQUENT safety checks
on all your pieces and parts to
make sure nothing has become
hazardous.
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Grow Your Own
 Loose Parts!

Mud Kitchen +
 Sand Pit Stuff

Tools

Big Stuff

This list is just the beginning. Keep it going!!

3

5

START-UP GUIDE

The 10 Types of Loose Parts

“You can’t use up creativity. The more you use, the more you have. ” 

Maya Angelou

The 10 Types of Outdoor Loose Parts for Play in this Guide:

1

2

4

Natural Materials 6

7

8

9

10

Little Stuff

Classic Play Stuff

Stranger Things

Industrial Stuff

Miscellaneous Stuff
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Natural Materials

Tree Parts

Boards

Tree Cookies (slices)

Rocks

Stumps

Branches

Sticks

Logs

Pine Cones

Leaves

Acorns

Sand

Gravel

Snow

Water

Ice

Gravel

Straw Bales

1
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Grow Your Loose Parts

Pine Trees

Sycamore Trees

Maple Trees Grape Vines
grapes + vine

Corn

Lamb’s Ear

Money Plant

Rose 0f Sharon

Sunflowers

leaf

seed case

flower + capsule

Grape Vines
grapes + vine

Lamb’s Ear

Money Plant

Rose 0f Sharon

leaf

seed case

flower + capsule

leaves + seed “helicopter”

Fruit Trees
fruit

pine cones

seed ball

cobs + stalk

flowers + stalk + leaves

Bamboo

Pussy Willow

bamboo rings

catkin

2
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Fragrant Sumac
berry / catkin
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Mud Kitchen + Sand Pit

Frying Pans

Turkey Basters

Spoons

Funnels

Colanders

Pots Buckets

Scoopers

Coffee Pots

Trays

Cooking Trays

3
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Hand Shovels

Wheel Borrows

Watering Cans

Tools

Clay Tools

5 Galloon Buckets Rakes

Snow Shovels

Garden Shovels

Carpentry Tools

4
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Pallets

Big Cardboard Tubes

Poles

Big Stuff

Spools

Ladders 55 Gallon Drums

Gutters

Tubing

Playground Parts

5
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Plastic Dinosaurs

Glass “Jewels”

Pebbles

Little Stuff

Action Figure

Marbles Rocks

Rolly Polly Bugs

Hot Wheels Cars

6
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Parachutes

Balls - every kind!

Hoola Hoops

Classic Play Stuff

Kiddie Pools

Cardboard Boxes Wagons

Plastic Trucks

Pool Noodles
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Suitcases

Hard Hats

Stranger Things

Traffic Cones Toilet Plunger

Pink Flamingoes

Strollers

8

Tires — big, small, weird
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Industrial Stuff

PVC Tubing

Corrugated Tubing

 Scrap Lumber

Industrial Stuff

 Bricks

Traffic Cones Spools

Plastic Gutters

Wood Dowels

Caution Tape
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Plastic Bins

Laundry Baskets

Milk Crates

 Tarps

Shopping Carts

Misc Stuff

Cardboard Egg
Containers

Traffic Cones Vacuum Cleaner
Tubes

Rope

Squirt Bottles

Plastic Chairs

10

Duct Tape
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Some fun Rusty had with local loose materials

during a speaking tour of Australia
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“Rusty Keeler is like a cross between Fred Rogers and Jerry Garcia.” 

         John Southworth
Musician and Filmmaker

          Rusty Keeler is a natural
playscape designer, author and
speaker who has travelled the world
for over 30 years creating one-of-kind
outdoor environments for children and
speaking about the beauty and
benefits of saying “yes” to play.

          Rusty is a pioneer in the
movement to connect children to
nature through play and helped spark
the North American adventure
playground renaissance with his work
at the Hands-on-Nature Anarchy
Zone — a loose parts playground at
Ithaca Children’s Garden. He was a
principle designer of the ANT Trail
(Autism Nature Trail) at Letchworth
State Park in New York State and is
the current vice president of the USA
Chapter of the International Play
Association.

RustyKeeler.com

Rusty has written numerous books on
the subject of outdoor play and
playscapes including his latest book,
Adventures in Risky Play: What is Your
Yes?

Rusty lives with his family and dog
“Birdie" beside a creek in Ithaca, NY. 

About Rusty Keeler
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For more ideas – go to 

www.rustykeeler.com

Rusty Keeler


