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The authors review the impact of outdoor loose parts play on school-aged 
children in Canada, considering the after-school, outdoor nature of this 
play from the perspectives of both staff and children and how it influenced 
children’s physical activity and physical literacy. The authors used qualitative 
data from three sites to develop four themes: unique opportunities for joy 
and engagement with loose parts; adaptable and creative play in loose parts 
landscapes; new and diverse movement with outdoor loose parts; and nur-
turing mindful movement through outdoor loose parts play. They conclude 
that supporting such outdoor play fosters physical literacy and increases 
physical activity in school-aged children. Key words: after-school programs; 
loose parts play (LPP); physical activity (PA); physical literacy (PL) 

Background

Pl ay is critical for child development and has been emphasized as a 
right for all children by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (United Nations 1989). Contemporary movement behavior guidelines 
(Tremblay et al. 2016; World Health Organization 2020) and assessments (Par-
ticipACTION 2024) and the recent 2025 “Position Statement on Active Outdoor 
Play” (E.-Y. Lee et al. 2025) further underscore the importance of unstructured, 
active play, particularly outdoors, as a key contributor to children’s physical 
activity (PA) and overall well-being (Dankiw et al. 2020). However, the decline 
in outdoor play and PA in Canada and worldwide has been well documented 
(Neville et al. 2022; ParticipACTION 2024), as has the associated decline in 
children’s health and well-being (Stone and Faulkner 2014; Herrington and 
Brussoni 2015; Brussoni et al. 2015). This evidence highlights the increasing 
importance of helping children engage in such activities.
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Physical literacy (PL) encompasses the affective (motivation and con-
fidence), behavioral (engagement in lifelong PA), cognitive (knowledge and 
understanding), and physical (physical competence) components (Higgs et al. 
2019) essential for lifelong PA (Cairney et al. 2019). Fundamental movement 
skills, the building blocks of movement, fall within PL and include locomotor 
(e.g., running), manipulative or object control (e.g., throwing), and stability 
(e.g., balancing) skills (Barnett et al. 2016). Developing fundamental movement 
skills and PL through engaging in unstructured activities is widely recognized as 
vital for children’s health and development (Cairney et al. 2019). Unstructured 
outdoor play uniquely supports fundamental movement skills and PL by pro-
moting autonomy, social skills, and independent decision making (Dankiw et 
al. 2020; Gibson et al. 2017; Herrington and Brussoni 2015; McCormack et al. 
2024; Tremblay et al. 2015). Therefore, we find it essential to examine the fac-
tors that support PL and PA during the early years so we can produce effective, 
developmentally appropriate interventions.

Loose parts play (LPP), a form of unstructured play often occurring out-
doors, involves open-ended natural or manufactured materials that encourage 
creativity, problem solving, and experimentation (Gibson et al. 2017; Gull et al. 
2019; Nicholson 1971). Originating from Nicholson’s (1971) “theory of loose 
parts,” LPP is grounded in the idea that play environments with variable, move-
able materials offer greater opportunities for creativity and invention because 
children can manipulate, combine, redesign, and repurpose materials in mul-
tiple ways. Loose parts refer to items of any size without a fixed purpose, such 
as sticks, logs, fabric, tires, crates, planks, ropes, tubes, or recycled materials, 
that can be transported, combined, taken apart, and reassembled (Gull et al. 
2019; Houser et al. 2016; Nicholson 1971; Sutton 2011). Importantly, there are 
distinctions between small loose parts, like stones and pinecones, that primarily 
engage fine motor skills and large loose parts, like planks and tires, that require 
whole-body coordination and gross motor skills (England 2019). Unlike many 
traditional toys, including block or constructive play, loose parts are nonpre-
scriptive and do not imply a specific outcome or predefined form of play, allow-
ing children to direct the play narrative, assign meaning to materials, and adapt 
the environment to their evolving ideas (Gull et al. 2019; Sutton 2011). 

LPP has been associated with aspects of social play and engagement, 
although evidence for cognitive and broader socio-emotional outcomes 
remains limited (Cankaya et al. 2023; Cankaya, Martin, et al. 2025; Cankaya, 
Rohatyn-Martin et al. 2025; Dias Rodrigues et al. 2023; Flannigan and Dietze 



160	 A M E R I C A N  J O U R N A L  O F  P L A Y

2018; Gibson et al. 2017; Houser et al. 2016; Spencer et al. 2019). On the other 
hand, research about block play, in which blocks are often reported as loose parts 
(Cankaya, Martin, et al. 2025) has established substantial evidence concerning 
its benefits for many areas of child growth and development (Tian et al. 2019; 
Hanline et al. 2010). LPP has also been associated with physical development, 
PA, and PL, including confidence and motivation (Branje et al. 2021; Caldwell 
et al. 2023; Gibson et al. 2017; Houser et al. 2016; Naish et al. 2023; Spencer et 
al. 2019, 2021). These constructive and socially mediated play experiences find 
conceptual grounding in social-constructivist theories of development, especially 
Piaget’s emphasis on active exploration, imitation, and discovery (Piaget 1962) and 
Vygotsky’s view of learning as socially constructed through interaction with oth-
ers and the environment (Vygotsky 1967). This provides a theoretical foundation 
for our reflexive exploration of participants’ contextualized experiences in play.

While many loose parts interventions have occurred in early childhood 
settings (Cankaya et al. 2023; Dias Rodrigues et al. 2023; Houser et al. 2016; 
R. L. T. Lee et al. 2020), including the precursor to the current study (Branje 
et al. 2021; Caldwell et al. 2023; Houser et al. 2019; MacQuarrie et al. 2022; 
Spencer et al. 2019, 2021), few have examined school-aged children (Bundy 
et al. 2015; Eichengreen et al. 2024; Engelen et al. 2018; Gibson et al. 2017; 
Pereira et al. 2023), especially in Canada, despite the need to extend interven-
tions to this group and include them as active research participants. Children 
spend most waking hours at school, where time for unstructured outdoor play 
and PA is limited (Trost et al. 2008). After-school programs, (or out-of-school 
care, or school-aged child care [Van Rooijen et al. 2023]) are increasingly 
popular as they provide safe, supportive environments (Durlak and Weissberg 
2007) and opportunities for PA, including unstructured outdoor play (Beets 
et al. 2009). Maximizing the impact of these programs can enhance existing 
PA opportunities. 

Adults greatly influence children’s play outcomes, ranging from gatekeeper 
to playmate (Alden and Pyle 2019). In schools, staff perceptions of and engage-
ment with loose parts affect students’ experiences (Grady-Dominguez et al. 
2021), making it essential to capture staff perceptions in after-school settings. 
Involving children in participatory research also ensures their perspectives 
are represented (which is often overlooked), giving children agency in shar-
ing their thoughts about something they are experts on (play), and provides 
deeper insights into the intervention’s impact (Burke et al. 2024; Van Rooijen 
et al. 2023). There has also been a growing field-wide recognition of the value 
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of qualitative, participatory, and creative methods research in education and 
child development, because they are especially effective for children, offering 
greater freedom and control in providing answers than more confined surveys 
or tests (Harcourt and Einarsdottir 2011; Pawlowski et al. 2018). Such methods 
also help us understand complex, context-dependent phenomena that are not 
easily captured through quantitative methods alone (Olsen 2025; Darbyshire 
et al. 2005).

To better understand the benefits of outdoor LPP for children’s health and 
development, this study used qualitative participatory methods to capture both 
children’s and staff members’ perspectives. Specifically, the study aimed to explore 
how an after-school outdoor LPP intervention influenced children’s PA and PL. 

Methods

Study Context
This study draws on data from the Physical Literacy in the Early Years (PLEY) 
school project, a multimethods evaluation of a six-week, outdoor LPP interven-
tion delivered in three after-school programs in Nova Scotia, Canada (May to 
July 2022). Programs served children aged three to twelve years (preprimary to 
grade 6) and were selected to reflect diversity in location (urban or suburban) 
and in socioeconomic status. The project examined the impact of outdoor LPP 
on children’s PA and PL using a range of methods, including accelerometry, 
behavioral mapping, interviews, focus groups, photo documentation and elici-
tation, and go-along interviews with program staff, children, and parents or 
care givers. We report specifically on the qualitative components of the larger 
study, centering lived experiences and children’s voices, with analyses based 
on qualitative data from children and program staff. The Dalhousie University 
research ethics board provided ethical approval, and we obtained informed 
consent (written consent from staff and parents, verbal assent from children) 
from all participants before our research staff began data collection.

As part of the larger study, before the intervention, staff completed brief 
webinars (seven to fourteen minutes each) on outdoor play, loose parts, PL, 
fundamental movement skills, and risky play, plus a one-hour virtual training 
introduction to the project and its study expectations. We then spent two weeks 
collecting baseline quantitative PA data, followed by six weeks of outdoor loose 
parts play and two weeks of final data collection within the intervention period 
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(weeks 5 and 6, quantitative and qualitative). Staff completed qualitative photo 
documentation forms throughout the six-week outdoor LPP intervention. For 
the intervention period, each site received the same loose parts kit containing 
mainly medium to large loose parts (e.g., tree cookies, pool noodles, tarps, logs, 
balls, pipes, tubes, wooden planks and spools, rope, buckets, hula hoops, and 
tires). We selected these in consultation with site directors and according to 
outdoor LPP literature, ensuring diversity in natural and manufactured materials 
to create greater affordances for play. Children freely used these materials during 
outdoor play throughout the intervention. Our analyses draw on qualitative data 
collected during and near the end of the intervention period.

The three sites varied widely. Site A, located in a suburban school and 
recreation center, offered a large green space with trees, and the program had 
some prior experience with outdoor LPP. Site B, in a lower socioeconomic area, 
was a suburban recreation center affiliated with a charitable organization dedi-
cated to supporting children and youth and had limited green space and an 
asphalt court. Its after-school program provided outdoor free play alongside 
structured activities like tag and race games but had limited outdoor LPP. Site 
C, a private school in an urban core, had two fenced outdoor play spaces for its 
after-school program. At this site, one space for children aged six through twelve 
years featured trees, a large, man-made hill, wooden logs, and a large, paved 
area, but no formal play structures. The other space for children aged three to 
five years offered a fixed playground on gravel with some surrounding trees and 
bushes. Although this site had minimal prior outdoor LPP, outdoor education 
and outdoor time constituted key pillars of the school’s mission. 

Our Approach
This study pulls together qualitative data from staff focus groups and photo 
documentation with child go-along interviews and photo elicitation interviews. 
We grounded our approach in a relativist ontology and constructivist epistemol-
ogy (Braun and Clarke 2022; Creswell 2018). We do not subscribe to notions 
of singular realties and understand meaning making as highly localized and 
contextualized (Braun and Clarke 2022; Creswell 2018). We further describe our 
reflexive thematic analysis approach, but by way of introduction, we recognize 
and value our positions as an active part of the development and production 
of this research. The broader PLEY school research team is led by researchers 
from a wide variety of personal and disciplinary backgrounds. Our qualitative 
analysis involved the coprincipal investigators and a number of research staff. 
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At the outset of this work, we met as a team to discuss our positions and 
reflexivity. Our qualitative team was composed of all women, mostly white, and 
relatively able-bodied, with some diversity in invisible and learning disabilities. We 
varied widely in age and knew we had different generational perspectives on play, 
on engagement with the outdoors, on sports, and on school structures. Members 
of our team had educational backgrounds in early childhood education, kinesiol-
ogy, and health promotion. We shared a variety of experiences and relationships 
with children and child care: a couple of us were mothers, many of us were from 
large families, and all of us had engaged in employment or volunteerism related 
to children and youth, including coaching, recreation, and early childhood educa-
tion. We discussed at the outset how these perceptions inform our approach, and 
we continued the discussions and reflections as the analysis developed.

Participants and Data Collection
We invited all staff at the three sites to submit photo documentation forms and 
join focus groups. Nine staff submitted photo documentation forms, each docu-
menting children’s outdoor play, the loose parts that were used and how they 
were used, the staff ’s reflections on LPP’s connection to PL (children’s motiva-
tion, confidence, and competence to move) and which fundamental movement 
skills (i.e., locomotor, manipulative, stability) were displayed. In total, staff from 
the three sites submitted fifty photo documentation forms. Near the end of the 
intervention, one staff member from each site took part in an in-depth interview 
to discuss the photos and how the children were using the loose parts in the 
photos. Fifteen staff members, including program directors, trained early child-
hood educators, and student staff, participated in focus groups toward the end 
of the intervention (two to seven participants per site). These hour-long focus 
groups explored staff experiences with the intervention, children’s engagement, 
and perceived effects on children’s PA and PL. Sites A and B held focus groups 
in person, while site C’s focus group was conducted virtually; all were audio 
recorded and transcribed.

For the child data, eleven children (three to four per site) participated in 
go-along interviews toward the end of the intervention. In these participatory 
interviews, the researcher accompanied children through their outdoor play 
spaces, inviting them to show where they liked to play, which loose parts they 
used, and why. This method helped center children’s perspectives and reduce 
adult-child power dynamics by allowing children to guide the conversation in 
familiar contexts (Carpiano 2009; Pawlowski et al. 2018). Additionally, sixteen 
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children (three to seven per site) took part in photo elicitation interviews. They 
used child-friendly (VTech Kidizoom) cameras to capture photos and short 
videos of favorite loose parts and play spaces. These images then served as 
prompts in small group, twenty- to thirty-minute interviews, in which children 
described what they photographed and why these places or materials mattered 
to them. We audio recorded and transcribed all interviews. Parents completed 
a demographic survey at the time of consent for their children. For both child 
data collection activities, there was a mix of gender (boys, girls, nonbinary) and 
they ranged in age from four to eleven years. See figure 1 for detailed participa-
tion information by participant group. 

Data Analysis—Reflexive Thematic Analysis 
We employed reflexive thematic analysis informed by Braun and Clarke (2022). 
Although not distinct or linear, the phases of reflexive thematic analysis commonly 
Table 1. Participation information by participant group. 

Participant group Site Number of 
participants 

Gender distribution 
(child data only) 

Average age 
(years) (child 
data only) 

Staff – Photo 
Documentation 
Forms 

A 5 (36 forms total) 
(P1=11 forms; P2=5 
forms; P3=7 forms; 
P4=7 forms; P5=6 
forms) 

  

B 3 (9 forms total) (P1=1 
form; P2=7 forms; P3=1 
form) 

C 1 (5 forms) 
Staff – Photo 
Documentation 
Interviews 

A 1 
B 1 
C 1 

Staff – Focus 
Groups 

A 6 
B 7 
C 2 

Children – Go-
Along Interviews 

A 3 2 boys, 1 girl 10.5 
B 4 3 boys, 1 girl 5.0 
C 4 2 boys, 2 girls 5.0 

Children – Photo 
Elicitation 
Interviews 

A 3 2 boys, 1 girl 10.5 
B 6 4 boys, 2 girls 5.4 
C 7 4 boys, 2 girls, 1 

non-binary 
6.0 

 
Figure 1. Participation by participant group (P above = participant).
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include familiarization, coding, theme generation, development, review, and refin-
ing. Our analysis took an iterative approach in which members of the research team 
met regularly to work on our analysis. We reflected on our positions and reflexivity 
and discussed our approaches to analysis, which we viewed as a spectrum from 
descriptive to interpretive and experiential to critical. Our approach combined these 
dimensions but leaned toward the deductive, interpretive, and critical, recognizing 
that participants (staff and especially children) were unlikely to discuss and con-
ceptualize PL and fundamental movement skills as researchers do, thus requiring 
our critical analysis and interpretation to make meaning of the data. 

Following the initial discussion of our approaches and positions, as part of 
the phases of reflexive thematic analysis, we engaged in familiarization, asking 
all members of the team to review all the data (transcripts of staff photo docu-
mentation forms and interviews, focus groups and child go-along and photo 
elicitation interviews, and photos from staff photo documentation and child 
photo elicitation). We engaged in both immersion and critical questioning, 
reviewing each piece of data in detail, and stepping back to consider what it 
might mean in the context of this analysis. As a team, we then iteratively engaged 
in coding, facilitated by NVivo software (Release 1.7.1., QSR International). We 
used a team approach in which all data got coded by more than one person to 
encourage team discussion, reflection, and sharing across perspectives. Our 
coding reflected our critical deductive approach, coding for elements relevant to 
our study purpose (Braun and Clarke 2022). Code clusters and initial theme ideas 
were generated collaboratively by reflecting on our individual coding as a team and 
exploring potential groupings or patterns of codes relevant to our study purpose. 
A smaller group of research assistants, led by the study’s coprincipal investigators, 
then engaged in theme refinement and review over multiple sessions, reviewing 
codes, initial code clusters, and ideas using sticky notes to develop and refine our 
themes. In alignment with our reflexive approach, we refined themes to ensure 
each had a central concept and clear boundaries and each represented the rich-
ness of our data in response to our study purpose (Braun and Clarke 2022). All 
members of the team were encouraged to engage in reflexive journaling, and we 
regularly revisited our reflexive ideas throughout the analysis process. 

Results

We developed four themes through our analysis, each of which relates to PA and 
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specific aspects of PL. Each theme also draws on the example of fort building, 
which we found was a significant trend throughout the data. The four themes, 
titled (in brief ), Unique Opportunities for Joy and Engagement, Adaptable and 
Creative Play, New and Diverse Movement, and Nurturing Mindful Movement, 
are presented below. 

Unique Opportunities for Joy and Engagement with Loose Parts
The first theme relates to the affective and behavioral components of PL, includ-
ing the motivation and confidence to participate in PA for the engaging nature of 
loose parts. Staff from all sites discussed the fun loose parts offer, with one staff 
member in focus group B noting: “I find that every day when they go outside 
that the first thing they’re at is the bin and they can’t wait to get in there and 
tear every little last piece out of it.”  Another staff member from focus group A 
specifically praised the addition of the loose parts, saying “I have to be honest 
when I heard the loose parts were coming, I was like okay, yippy, we get the 
loose parts, [but] it’s been amazing.” In the go-along interviews, the children also 
expressed their excitement and seemed enthralled with building play structures, 
specifically forts, using their loose parts. Children consistently returned to this 
activity, diving into the bins of materials with excitement and urgency. As one 
child shared during a photo elicitation interview for the focus group at site B: 
“Yeah, last day we built a giant fort, it was so fun.” (Figure 2 displays a photo 
taken by the children at site B of one of the forts they built.) These building proj-
ects seemed to bring joy, curiosity, and sustained interest to the children’s play.

The flexibility of loose parts allows low-barrier engagement in PA that 
facilitates children trying new things and engaging in active play. A staff member 
from focus group B noticed that “some of the kids who technically would just sit 
on the bench and just sit there and not do anything, they’re up, they’re trying to 
play, they’re trying to build things and get a lot more involved that way.” A similar 
sentiment was expressed during the photo documentation interviews at site C: 
“The older kids would just kind of find a spot to sit . . .  and then I think once 
these [loose parts] arrived they really enjoyed them. They were more physical 
for sure.” A child at site B discussed during the photo elicitation interviews the 
open-ended nature of the loose parts: “I like to build forts, [name] built a fort 
with me and we made beds, we used little tires and wood for a seat and a TV.” 
Because the loose parts play did not have any requirements or prescriptions, 
it provided options and led to increased participation, breaking up sedentary 
time and energizing the children’s play.
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The engagement in building and moving with the loose parts also helped 
build the children’s confidence in active play. As one staff member in focus 
group C described it, “I think there’s been little boosts of confidence, like, within 
certain things that they’re doing or like accomplishments with what they’re 
doing with the loose parts.” In focus group B, a staff member similarly noted 
that “they’re more confident to play . . .  especially those kids who never used 
to play. I feel like they don’t hesitate to get in there now, and they’re just more 
confident to pick up something from the loose parts and start playing with it, 
and a lot more confident in joining other kids.” The introduction of outdoor 
LPP provided an opportunity for children to try new things and experiment 
with their play and movement, building their confidence in taking part.

Adaptable and Creative Play in Loose Parts Landscapes
Our second theme also relates to the affective and behavioral components of 
PL, specifically the motivational adaptability and creative opportunities offered 
by loose parts in outdoor play sites and varying play spaces and environments. 
For example, in one of the photo elicitation interviews at site A, a child dis-
cussed loving to use the loose parts in nature: “I like nature and I like going in 
the woods, so I recorded that because I like the woods and it’s nice and quiet.” 
Although loose parts can be used on their own, their incorporation with natural 

Figure 2. Photo children took of the fort they built at site B
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elements found in outdoor play spaces offered new meanings. As a staff member 
from focus group A stated: “One little boy . . . said, ‘ I want to build a house.’ And 
I said, ‘Okay, what do you need?’ He came up with two boards, so I put them 
over two rocks, and I said, ‘Look, that makes a nice bench.’”

The children also used trees to enhance affordances for outdoor LPP, and 
figure 3 shows a tree swing a group of children at site A created. Similarly, chil-
dren at all sites used loose natural materials like dirt along with manufactured 
loose parts in their play, as one noted during the go-along interviews as site B.

Child: Where is she getting that dirt?
Child: Over there.
Interviewer: I think it’s under the tree. So you guys dig the hole, 
      you have a hole that you dig to get the dirt?
Child: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Is it hard to dig?
Child: We use like stuff to dig with. (go-along interview B)

Figure 3. Swing built at site A using the environment
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Including the loose parts in their outdoor spaces brought new meaning to nature 
and natural elements, contributing to greater motivation to engage with their 
spaces

By facilitating children’s creativity, loose parts also motivated movement. 
For example, a staff member during the photo documentation interviews at site 
A noted that the loose parts sparked creativity, extending children’s play by requir-
ing them to engage in PA. “The boys were worried [about] the big hole that was 
filled with water. They didn’t want anyone to fall in so they used the pallet as a 
bridge. . . . They were so creative.” Similarly, the children at site C described dur-
ing a go-along interview “making birthday cakes” with “wood chips and rocks.” 
Fort building stood out as a highly creative use of loose parts. Motivated by their 
availability, children used the planks, pallets, tarps, spools, and natural materials 
to construct these forts, often choosing these structures as the central focus of their 
play. These creations appeared at all the sites and offered ongoing opportunities to 
adapt, add on, or rebuild, supporting both imaginative play and physical engage-
ment. As one child declared in a photo elicitation interview at site B, “Someone 
said go get some wood if you want to join the fort,” which highlighted how loose 
parts supported the creation and continuation of fort-based play over time. A staff 
member echoed this: “Seeing these spools being used in so many different ways, 
[it’s] like just crazy how the kids get creative with it.” The open-ended nature of the 
loose parts play allowed for a never-ending creativity, accommodating whatever 
the children’s play needs seemed to be, and in doing so, it gave children endless 
opportunities (and the motivation) to move.

The flexibility and adaptability of the loose parts motivated children by 
allowing play in different outdoor settings and by meeting varied interests, 
leading to more inclusive and collaborative play. As one staff member in focus 
group A put it, “There’s something for everyone with the loose parts . . . which 
is what we always needed, I think. I find that they’re doing more play because 
of it.” Staff in focus group B observed how children who might not usually 
play together, including different age groups and genders, began collaborating: 
“We have two kids who are in two different groups, [whom we] did not ever  
see . . .  playing together, and last week they literally followed each other and 
played together with the loose parts. . . . It was really nice to see that five-year-
old meet the eight-year-old, and they both just played the whole day together.” 

The lack of rigidity of loose parts fosters a collaborative spirit where all 
children feel they can be included in the play and are therefore more motivated 
to engage in PA. 
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New and Diverse Movement with Outdoor Loose Parts
The third theme relates to the physical aspect of PL—the development of 
competence and confidence in various motor skills and movement intensities 
for engaging in physical activities. One of the highlights of outdoor LPP is that 
it facilitates new and diverse types of movements. A staff member described 
in a photo documentation interview at site C how the loose parts provided 
new opportunities for children to climb, especially when they combined 
them with features of the outdoor environment: “Maybe the type of climbing 
they were doing because before the loose parts, they had never used a plank 
to climb onto the deck or tree.” Another staff member, from focus group A, 
echoed this idea about the value of loose parts for affording new opportuni-
ties to climb and move more in general: “I feel like they’re doing a variety of 
movements, yeah. Definitely a lot of climbing, yeah. I think ours definitely 
are moving a lot.”

According to staff from focus group C, the nature of the loose parts and 
the inclusion of heavier items in the kits, such as wooden planks, pallets, and 
tubing, provided affordances for children to lift and carry items and, usually, to 
build their forts or other structures, diversifying their movements: “I think they 
probably moved differently with them just because it was something different 
on the playground. So, like before the loose parts they’d do things like running, 
and then now they’re doing things like lifting.” A go-along interview at site C 
mentioned children engaging in new movements such as lifting. A staff member 
addressed one of the children: “Wow that’s so full. Are you going to lift it up? 
Wow you lifted it up. Good job [name]. Great job.” Staff also took photos of the 
children bending down and lifting loose parts (figure 4).  

Beyond offering opportunities for diverse types of movement, the loose 
parts provided options for varying intensities of movement and breaking up 
sedentary time. For instance, many children used the parts in imaginative play 
and enhanced their high-intensity games. As staff in focus group B noted,  “You 
see a lot of kids running around, using [pool noodles] like swords and trying to 
protect whatever they’re imagining. . . . We definitely don’t see a lot of that on 
our day-to-day basis without the loose parts.” 

Children also used loose parts to build forts and other structures (see figure 
5), which demanded moderate- to high-intensity movements such as lifting, crawl-
ing, squatting, and climbing. Others were able to include the loose parts in more 
low-intensity movements, such as balancing on planks (see figure 6) or digging 
and scooping natural materials into buckets. One child explained making a cake.
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Child: Making birthday cakes, too.
Interviewer: You’re making birthday cakes, too? What’s going to go 
      in your birthday cake?
Child: Wood chips and rocks. (go-along interview C)

The open-endedness and creativity facilitated by loose parts, motivated 
the children to disengage from sedentary activities. For example, children who 
normally might engage in seated activities after school now took part in move-
ment, even at low intensities. As a staff member in focus group B explained,  “I 
find . . . before when we only had the balls, a lot of the kids don’t enjoy sports 
and when we had . . . just the balls and skipping ropes, a lot, especially the little 
girls just sat out. But now with the kitchen stuff, I see a lot of them more engaged 
and constantly playing and not wanting to go sit out.” The inclusive nature of 
outdoor LPP was perceived to increase variety in PA intensities, particularly by 
breaking up sedentary activity.

Last, the types of movements that the children engage in with loose parts 
are often risky in nature. Children are motivated to take risks in their play, and 

Figure 4. Photo taken at Site B of a child lifting a piece of wood



172	 A M E R I C A N  J O U R N A L  O F  P L A Y

Figure 5. Car built out of loose parts at site C

Figure 6. Planks used to balance and walk across and between garden boxes at site B
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risky play promotes diverse movements and offers diverse health benefits. Staff 
from focus group A shared the following example: “I find they usually resort to 
ramps, anything like things that they can go through or roll down . . .  including 
themselves. Literally they were inside the tires just rolling down the hill.” Chil-
dren also expressed how much they enjoyed risky, outdoor, loose parts play. One 
child, during photo elicitation interview B, explained that tires were among the 
most enjoyable items to play with when describing why they chose to photograph 
them: “Cause I rolled down the tire before.” Staff also acknowledged the benefit 
of loose parts in allowing children to take risks and build confidence in moving 
through these risky play experiences. For example, when the children created 
a swing out of loose parts, a staff member watching the children said in photo 
documentation interview A, “A couple of the boys were a bit reluctant to try the 
spinning, but they slowly tried and gained the confidence to do something they 
didn’t try before. (In this way . . . they sometimes will spin on a swing but said 
they felt safer on the swing holding [on to] the bread crate).” These children were 
trying new things and pushing their limits, resulting in increased confidence in 
their movements and in themselves. 

Nurturing Mindful Movement Through Outdoor Loose Parts Play
The final theme concerns the affective and cognitive domains of PL as related 
to children’s knowledge and understanding of how and why they move their 
bodies. Through interactions with loose parts, children not only develop physi-
cal competence, they also gain an awareness of their bodies and the physical 
world around them. When creating, say, something like a swing, the children 
first had to learn to ensure they did not get hurt. As one staff member noted 
during photo documentation interview A, “I thought it was wonderful to see 
them spinning and spinning instead of just using it as a swing. They needed 
to hold on tight and make sure not to move around on the crate while it was 
spinning, they came up with that safety tip . . . as they called it. It didn’t pose a 
risk in my mind until they started to spin it rather than swing it. But they were 
great at making sure to tell each other to hold on.” Additionally, the children 
were aware of the benefits of playing with the loose parts for their health. When 
asked in photo elicitation interview B why one child took a photo of another 
playing with the loose parts, the first answered: “Because it’s moving your body, 
I mean getting more strength. Strength means you’re moving your body a lot.” 
These examples demonstrated the potential for children to develop more body 
awareness through interacting with the loose parts. 
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Engaging with the loose parts also required the children to be strategic, to 
communicate, and to use teamwork to build structures or create shared imagi-
nary play scenarios. A staff member during the photo documentation interview 
at site C explained how the children were working together: “They were doing 
like a drumming set up. . . . I kind of take [photos] when I notice they’re all in 
on it ’cause it doesn’t happen that often. . . . They were all working on the same 
thing. And, yeah, there was cooperation” (see figure 7). 

Another staff member, from focus group B, noted “A lot more teamwork 
was being done to help, ’cause they can’t lift the pallets. So I was seeing a lot of 
teamwork to try and move and build these structures.” When building forts and 
other structures, children took the opportunity to take the lead and support 
others who wanted to join in. Children negotiated designs, assessed material 
stability, delegated roles, and provided peer-to-peer instruction, as they dis-
cussed during a go-along interview. 

Child: That hurts, oh well, I was trying to make it sturdy. You can 
see my footprint. Don’t put this on the bottom, put that one on 
the top. 

Figure 7. Children playing together in building a drumming circle at site C
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Interviewer: Why?
Child: ’Cause look, that one goes like this, and then that can go over 

it. The tallest one is like this, I think. There. 
Child: Let’s try this one right here, and put that one on top. See. No, 

that one was the top. 
Child: And then we put this one on it ’cause that one will fit, and 

then this one would be the last one and then with the top.  

Working together and building with the loose parts exemplified cognitive 
engagement and provided opportunity for communication and teamwork, which 
contributed to children’s confidence and motivation to engage in active play. 

Discussion

This study used reflexive thematic analysis to develop four themes illustrat-
ing staff and child perspectives of an after-school outdoor LPP intervention’s 
impact on children’s PA and PL. Children and staff perceived outdoor LPP as 
enhancing children’s PL by facilitating motivation, confidence, competence, and 
knowledge of the value of PA. Loose parts were adaptable, transforming out-
door play spaces into dynamic, inclusive environments that promoted creativ-
ity, movement, and social interaction. Our findings build upon and are aligned 
with broader research on outdoor LPP (Cankaya, Rohatyn-Martin, et al. 2025; 
Dias Rodrigues et al. 2023; Eichengreen et al. 2024; Gibson et al. 2017; Loebach 
and Cox 2022; McCormack et al. 2024; Spencer et al. 2019; Van Rooijen et al. 
2023) that have emphasized that outdoor LPP contributed to children’s risk 
taking, creativity, problem solving, independence, confidence, leadership, and 
relationship building. 

Children expressed enthusiasm and enjoyment for outdoor LPP, echo-
ing other interventions (Dias Rodrigues et al. 2023; Eichengreen et al. 2024; 
Engelen et al. 2018; Lee et al. 2020). A recent Dutch study of children aged eight 
to eleven years using loose parts at recess found self-reported enjoyment was 
high and children experienced less boredom and improved behavioral conduct 
(Eichengreen et al. 2024). In our study, children often expressed enjoyment 
while building forts. Like Powell (2007), we found fort play facilitated a sense 
of ownership, which led to further engagement. Staff noted that loose parts 
motivated children, especially those who may not typically engage in active 
play after school. This has been expressed by children in another after-school 



176	 A M E R I C A N  J O U R N A L  O F  P L A Y

program who found loose parts more exciting than their typical after-school 
activities (Van Rooijen et al. 2023). The change in pace for play opportunities 
appeared to motivate more children to move and play after school. 

The flexibility of loose parts was apparent in their adaptability to the envi-
ronment and the resultant social interactions during play. As in our study, Flan-
nigan and Dietze (2018) found loose parts play engaged a variety of ages and 
genders, fostering an inclusive environment. Similarly, Pereira and colleagues 
(2023) found that loose parts provided variety in play possibilities to prevent 
separation by gender or age. Flannigan and Dietze (2018) also noted children’s 
ability to assign new roles to both loose parts and natural materials, resulting 
in diverse forms of play. Although multisite interventions rarely comment on 
the differences between sites (Gibson et al. 2017), our study adds this contex-
tualization, noting that despite differences in outdoor play environments, all 
sites embraced the flexibility of loose parts. With different affordances such as 
green space, rocks, or tree cover (or lack thereof ), children at each site adapted 
outdoor LPP to suit their environments. This adaptability not only supported 
meaningful play but also fostered deeper connections with nature. Our finding 
is consistent with the work of Hu (2024), who found children used available 
natural materials alongside loose parts to explore, create, and develop early 
understandings and connections with nature.

Our findings emphasize the physical aspect of PL. Staff and children 
expressed that outdoor LPP encouraged a broad range of movements, par-
ticularly those requiring motor skills and strength. One popular LPP activ-
ity included the use of pool noodles, where children carried them, ran with 
them, and engaged in sword play, mirroring findings from Flannigan and Dietze 
(2018), who noted that children engaged in high-energy actions such as running, 
climbing, and chasing. These activities, often part of imaginative play, were also 
highlighted by Rich (2003) as typical in weapon-themed play, fostering creativ-
ity, social skills, risk assessment, and inclusion. Further, loose parts provided 
opportunities for varying intensities of movement, from high-intensity games 
to slower activities like fort building, breaking up sedentary activities that many 
children take part in during the after-school period. Engaging with loose parts 
facilitates children’s engagement in diverse movement behaviors and intensities 
and contributes to developing physical competence, which is essential to overall 
health and development (Fairclough et al. 2023; Poitras et al. 2016).

Risky play was evident in our findings, with children taking calculated risks 
and testing their abilities by rolling down hills in tires or balancing on elevated 
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surfaces. These behaviors, also reported in other outdoor LPP interventions 
(Branje et al. 2021; Caldwell et al. 2023; Flannigan and Dietze 2018; Grady-
Dominguez et al. 2021; MacQuarrie et al. 2022; Van Rooijen et al. 2023) build 
PL through developing confidence and using their bodies in new and more 
demanding ways (Branje et al. 2021; Caldwell et al. 2023). Following the work 
of Bundy and colleagues (2015) exploring the use of outdoor LPP to promote 
risky play, Grady-Dominguez and associates (2021) analyzed staff perceptions to 
explore differences in intervention success. They found children became more 
engaged and less fearful when staff supported loose parts compared to schools 
where staff seemed apprehensive or frequently intervened in play. This highlights 
the value of exploring both staff and child perspectives on active, outdoor, and 
risky play. Staff members’ attitudes and experiences shape their comfort and 
willingness to support risky play in child care settings (Spencer et al. 2021), 
making it crucial for educators and staff to support unstructured and risky play 
for children to benefit (Flannigan and Dietze 2018). Professional development 
in loose parts and risky play, and their effective application, is imperative to 
strengthen staff support for these practices. 

Our findings also relate to the knowledge and understanding components 
of PL. Children demonstrated cooperation, problem solving, and teamwork, 
which often occurred when the children worked together to build forts and 
create shared play scenarios using loose parts. This collaborative element aligns 
with findings from Eichengreen and colleagues (2024) and Flannigan and Dietze 
(2018), who noted that outdoor LPP often becomes goal directed, requiring chil-
dren to assign roles, communicate decisions, and strategize together, promoting 
essential social skills. Children in our study discussed and coordinated tasks 
like lifting heavy objects, moving tires, and deciding the placement of materials 
within their builds. Unlike past research that focused primarily on staff views 
(Caldwell et al. 2023), our study adds children’s perspectives on how outdoor 
LPP builds knowledge and understanding to engage in PA for life.

Interestingly, each of our themes draws on the notion of fort building. 
Building a special place for children, or constructive play, is a fun and adaptable 
activity that emerges consistently and fosters inclusivity across ages, genders, 
and cultures (Cankaya et al. 2023; Casey and Robertson 2016). Constructive 
play facilitates inclusion, encourages diverse movements and intensities, and pro-
motes teamwork and communication as children collaborate to create structures. 
One such play type, described by White (2014), involves “becoming at home,” 
in which children create shelters, hiding places, forts, or dens. This play pattern 
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highlights the universal appeal of fort building as children seek to carve out per-
sonal spaces. Past research has shown that when children are exposed to natural 
loose parts (e.g., sticks, leaves, mud) and provided the opportunity to engage in 
self-directed, unstructured play at school, they often create and build forts (Powell 
2007; Rufo 2012), underscoring how fort building aligns with children’s instinct 
to create unique, defined spaces. In our study, children built forts and this activity 
supported aspects of both PA and PL. 

Although we consider forts as conceptual entities that foster many elements 
of children’s healthy development and PL, they also carry a colonial legacy that 
warrants careful consideration. Traditional colonial forts symbolized dominance 
and exclusion, particularly of Indigenous peoples (Donald 2009), so integrating 
fort building into contemporary play must be guided by culturally responsive 
frameworks such as Indigenous Métissage and Etuaptmumk (Two-Eyed Seeing), 
which blend Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives (Riley et al. 2023). By 
emphasizing land connection, storytelling about natural materials, and collaborative 
construction, educators and staff can honor this history while still leveraging forts 
to promote active, embodied learning (Donald 2009; Riley et al. 2023). To do so, 
targeted professional development is essential, not only to equip educators and staff 
with strategies for inclusive, decolonized pedagogy but also to maximize children’s 
movement, PL, and well-being through mindful constructive play with loose parts.

Implications

Our project, through exploring perspectives of both staff and children, has 
deepened our understanding of outdoor LPP’s contribution to children’s PA 
and PL. Although existing research highlights many benefits of outdoor LPP 
(Cankaya et al. 2023; Dias Rodrigues et al. 2023; Gibson et al. 2017), studies have 
largely overlooked its impact on school-aged children’s movement behaviors, 
and multiple components of PL. Our study used multiple methods to explore 
how outdoor LPP may impact children’s PA and the affective, behavioral, cogni-
tive, and physical components of PL. Previous studies have primarily examined 
outdoor LPP from adult perspectives (Caldwell et al. 2023; Spencer et al. 2019, 
2021) or through adult observations (Eichengreen et al. 2024; Flannigan and 
Dietze 2018; Loebach and Cox 2022; Naish et al. 2023; Pereira et al. 2023). 
Our study explores perspectives of both adults and children on how outdoor 
LPP play influences children’s PA and movement behaviors. Adults shared their 



observations about the intervention and resultant PA and PL behaviors, while 
children expressed their experiences and feelings about outdoor LPP. This com-
bination offers valuable insights and a more holistic view of how outdoor LPP 
may enhance PL development.

While our analysis emphasizes PL and fundamental movement skills, these 
terms were not explicitly mentioned by the children or staff in the intervention. 
Instead, their perspectives emphasized enjoyment, creativity, and collaboration, 
unless they were prompted to talk about concepts of PL such as confidence, 
motivation, or competence. This suggests that although outdoor LPP interven-
tions can be situated within theories of PL, the connections to these concepts 
are often made through latent analysis. The findings from our study also pro-
vide compelling evidence for after-school programs and community settings 
to incorporate outdoor LPP to encourage active play and PL development. As 
outdoor play declines (Tremblay et al. 2015), outdoor LPP emerges as a powerful 
mechanism to motivate children to play with others, to build confidence, and 
to diversify movement skills. 

Our findings align with national and international PA guidelines (e.g., 
“Canadian 24-Hour Movement Guidelines for Children and Youth” in Trem-
blay et al. 2016) that recommend daily moderate-to-vigorous PA, several hours 
of light movement, and time spent outdoors. They are also supported by the 
Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play (Tremblay et al. 2015; E.-Y. Lee et al. 
2025), which emphasizes the developmental importance of self-directed out-
door play, including opportunities for risk taking. Incorporating loose parts 
into outdoor play spaces, from schoolyards to parks to child care centers, can 
help meet these recommendations while supporting children’s holistic devel-
opment (Cankaya et al. 2023). In addition to individuals working and taking 
part in after-school programs and educational settings, our findings may be of 
interest to parents, recreation staff, public health professionals, city planners, 
and policymakers. Having evidence from both adult and child perspectives 
strengthens the case for outdoor LPP as a developmentally appropriate, acces-
sible, and meaningful approach to reversing the trend of declining outdoor play 
and promoting lifelong engagement in PA.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths of this study include the reflexive approach taken in the analysis, 
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including the perspectives and reflections of various team members with 
expertise in PA, PL, health promotion, conducting research, and working with 
children and youth. Through our analysis, we critically examined our own per-
spectives and experiences, which contributes to the credibility and relevance 
of our findings. Our use of multiple methods and diverse sites strengthens the 
analysis by incorporating children’s perspectives, often overlooked in research. 
Qualitative approaches like go-along interviews and photo elicitation actively 
engage children as agents in shaping their experiences, addressing gaps in under-
standing from their viewpoint. The use of these approaches also strengthens our 
attempt to capture the often overlooked affective and cognitive components of 
PL, providing deeper insight into how outdoor LPP fosters motivation, confi-
dence, and development. The inclusion of varied after-school programs with 
different environments further highlighted the adaptability of loose parts in 
fostering diverse play behaviors and PL development.

It is also important to acknowledge the limitations of this work. Although 
our study begins to address gaps in the literature regarding the inclusion of chil-
dren’s voices and diverse settings, a notable limitation proved to be the difficulty 
in understanding the experiences of children from diverse backgrounds, par-
ticularly racialized children. Racialized children may experience play uniquely, 
as when Black children face greater surveillance in risky play, which may impact 
their confidence, motivation, and PL development (McPherson 2021; Watson et 
al. 2024). This highlights the ongoing need for intentionally inclusive research 
that represents diverse play experiences (e.g., racialized and newcomer children, 
children with disabilities, neurodiverse, and gender-diverse children) and their 
role in PL development. 

Additionally, this study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due 
to restrictions on indoor gatherings, recruitment had to be conducted outdoors, 
making direct and meaningful contact with parents challenging, which may have 
affected both the number of participants and the diversity of those who chose 
to participate. Also, participation in both the photo documentation forms and 
focus groups varied across sites, reflecting differences in the number of total 
and consenting staff at each location.

Methodologically, consistent with our approach to reflexive thematic analy-
sis, interpretation was not guided by the frequency of codes, photos, or contribu-
tions; instead, analysis sought to represent the range of ideas and perspectives 
expressed at all the sites. As reflexive thematic analysis privileges contextually 
situated meaning making, the findings are specific to this sample and setting 
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and are not intended to produce universally generalizable claims, but rather 
to offer in-depth insights that may resonate with similar contexts (Braun and 
Clarke 2019, 2022). Furthermore, the process of synthesizing data into over-
arching themes inherently involves interpretation and abstraction, which may 
unintentionally overlook unique or less common perspectives within the data-
set. Finally, although participants largely described positive experiences with 
outdoor LPP, this does not suggest that implementation is without logistical or 
contextual challenges, which have been identified in previous research (Spencer 
et al. 2019). Rather, the present findings reflect the perspectives of those engaged 
in this particular study.

Conclusion

Through the PLEY school intervention, staff and children’s perspectives from 
this sample highlight the perceived value of outdoor LPP in supporting chil-
dren’s PA and PL in after-school settings. Within this context, staff and children 
perceived outdoor LPP to support children’s motivation to play, confidence in 
movements, trying new movements, understanding the limits of the body, and 
collaboration and communication. This study’s use of multiple participant-
engaged methods highlights that both staff and children perceived outdoor LPP 
positively in diverse after-school sites and adds to the growing evidence of its 
benefits. Given national and international guidelines and frameworks for PA 
and PL and the rising support for children’s lifelong engagement in movement 
to promote healthy development, these findings may help inform discussion 
around the integration of outdoor LPP in similar contexts. Both the early years 
and school environments are critical stages and settings for establishing founda-
tional movement behaviors. Other jurisdictions, such as the United Kingdom, 
have already recognized outdoor LPP’s value by embedding it into school set-
tings as a health promotion strategy (Casey and Robertson 2016; Play Wales 
2017). Canada and other nations have an opportunity to do the same, using 
existing evidence and momentum to scale up this approach and promote equity 
in children’s access to meaningful, developmentally appropriate play.
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