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Open Ended Materials in Outdoor Environments

When we include open ended materials or loose parts

in the outdoor play environment it allows children to 

take a few risks, challenge themselves and feel as 

though they have some control of their environment. 

They can extend their own play, explore, carry, take 

materials apart and put them back together, rearrange 

to suit their needs, work out how to move heavy 

materials ...they decide on how the materials will be 

used. 

It can be fascinating for adults to watch and provides 

numerous opportunities to observe and document the 

many learning outcomes that are being achieved. 

So how can you get started? My advice is to start small 

and just make a few changes at a time until you feel 

more confident in how to use and present access to 

the materials. 
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Tips for getting started...

Aim to build a loose parts/materials resource 

shelf/tub over time 

Begin writing a loose parts wishlist and think about 

ways you might be able to source those materials 

and involve families in your hunt too. 

Build your collection from visits to parks, beaches, 

bushwalks, recycling centres, op shops, markets, 

garage sales, $2 shops, asking family and friends, 

treelopping and mulching services, local council, 

reusing packaging materials. 

Keep in mind that offering open ended materials to 

your children might actually involve a little trial and 

error depending on the ages you have in care and 

the materials you have decided to use. Some things 

will work one day yet not the next - don't give up! 
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Tips for getting started...

You can still use open ended materials to set up 

some basic invitations to play if you enjoy doing that 

- just don't direct the play if they decide to take it in 

another direction! Stand back and see what they 

decide to do with what you have set up. See your 

invitation as merely a launchpad. 

Make sure you are available in the outdoor 

environment to provide support and help solve 

problems if the children need and request it. 

Encourage discussions - how else might they use 

the materials? What might they need to continue 

with their project? 

Be aware at all times of safety precautions all 

educators should take in regard to using materials 

including possible allergies and choking hazards. 
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Tips for getting started...

Decide on a storage solution. I like to keep open 

ended materials for outside play stored in baskets in 

a small shed in the yard. I've also used baskets 

hanging on fences that stay out in the weather and 

small pots nailed to walls at the children's level and 

filled with loose parts that are always accessible. 

Use what you have available and try to keep 

organised so you know what you have available.  

And finally (this is a hard one for many of us!) allow 

opportunities for the outdoor space to look 'messier' 

and less 'arranged' than you might be used to. Ask 

yourself if everything really needs to be packed 

away at the end of the day or are there some things 

that could be left out 'ready to play' and continue on 

with tomorrow? 
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Natural Material Suggestions: 

Stones, pebbles, rocks 

Wood stumps & logs 

Branches

Twigs

Leaves 

Bark 

Sand

Dirt, 

Gravel 

Feathers

Seaweed
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Clay

Mud 

Flowers, greenery 

Vegetables 

Seeds, seedpods 

Palm fronds 

Bamboo stalks and 

tubes 

Pine Cones 

Shells 

Wood cookies

I'm sure you can think of more!
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Manufactured Material Suggestions: 
Tyres

Pallets

Milk Crates

Plant pots

Seedling trays

PVC Pipe

Plastic corrugated piping

Wooden planks

Wood offcuts

Spools & Reels

Rope & Chain

Cardboard rolls & tubes

Plastic bottles

Buckets, trays & tubs

Bowls, jugs, teapots

Blocks 

Funnels
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Traffic cones 

Nuts & bolts 

Old chairs 

Guttering 

Hoses 

Chalk 

Saucepans 

Baskets 

Hay bales 

Glass gems 

Coloured pebbles & 

stones 

Hoops 

Water 

String 

Fabric - netting, curtains 

Bricks 


