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“The noise of play has changed—instead of screaming,  

   we’ve got chatter, laughter and percussion. 

There’s a happy buzz!” 



2  

 

Contents  

Project overview          3 

Play, wellbeing and attainment    4 

Connecting           6 

Be active            8 

Take notice          10 

Keep learning          13 

By the numbers        14 

Acknowledgements       15 

ELPA’s vision and mission    16 

 

 

 

 



3  

 

Project overview 

“Loose parts 
play is a way 
for children to 
play with what 
people would 
throw out. You 
use your 
imagination to 
make games 
and have fun.” 
 

Pupil, 
Musselburgh 
Burgh Primary 
School 

 

The Loose Parts Play Musselburgh Project works across  

Musselburgh, Wallyford and Whitecraig. The project brings 

the everyday magic of play into school and community 

settings, raising attainment  and reducing inequalities.  

Children lead our process. We listen to their experiences 

and ideas to improve  play opportunities.   

We make these ideas happen by sharing information, 

advice, training and mentoring with teachers, nursery staff, 

lunch time  supervisors, youth workers, local families and 

volunteers. 

We have worked with children and staff to understand 

experiences of play and the impact of our work. This report 

has been compiled from ongoing feedback of training and 

play sessions as well as a summative survey at the end of 

year one.  The project continues to exceed targets in all 

areas. 
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Play, wellbeing and attainment 

“The answer to creating 

sustainable improvements 

in attainment, through 

improved teaching and 

learning, is to take a 

whole school approach to 

raising wellbeing, building 

those skills that better 

allow people to overcome 

adversity (resilience) and 

to develop the right 

positive and growth 

mindset in teachers and 

students.”1 

 

Our evaluation reveals common strands across the work - 

practical changes made with positive impact to individuals 

and settings. We have based our approach on an 

understanding of the importance of play to children’s 

wellbeing and the strong links between attainment and 

wellbeing. 

The report Five Ways to Wellbeing (the five ways being 

Connecting, Be Active, Take Notice, Keep Learning and 

Giving) gives a useful way to understand the project and an 

understanding of wellbeing. 2 

The loose parts play project contributes to wellbeing as 

children are having fun, playing together and this has a 

positive impact on relationships. Adults are also noticing, 

learning and enjoying the interactions through loose parts 

play. As a result of the project, we see changes to practice 

and a shift to a more positive view of the child. These 

changes have the potential for profound and long term 

benefits for individuals and organisations. 

1 Raising Attainment – A 

Whole School Approach to 

Improving Wellbeing, 

Building Resilience  and 

Developing Growth Mindsets 

Summary Paper, 2015 

2 Aked, J et al, Five Ways to 
Wellbeing, nef (national 
economics forum), 2008  
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Be active… 

it makes you feel 

good. 

Connecting… with the people  

around us supports and enriches  

our everyday lives. 

Take notice.... be curious, 

reflect and appreciate. 

Keep learning.... it is fun 

and will make you more 

confident. 

The Loose Parts Play Musselburgh project report is grouped around the themes 

of Connecting, Be Active, Take Notice and Keep Learning, providing examples 

of ways loose parts play improves wellbeing.  
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Connecting…. 

Through loose parts play, children are playing together, laughing, inventing, co-operating, 

problem-solving.  

Improvements in relationships have been reported across playgroups and playgrounds. 

Playing together and valuing play also supports relationships between adults and children. 

 

 

 

“Social interactions are improving – children of 

different ages are playing together.”  

Teacher, Musselburgh Burgh Primary School 

"We're working together"  

"It won’t work….it will work"  

Pupils from Campie Primary School 

 

Two children sit together at the quieter far end of the field, one is holding 

a stick with a few leaves attached at the end. He is jiggling it about rapidly 

and both children are giggling. A younger child spots me watching and 

comes over to tell me that “they’re always just laughing at everything”. 

The leaves break away from the jiggling stick and fall to the ground caus-

ing the two children to be taken over by their laughter completely. 

Observed by Max Alexander, Play Radical at Loretto RC Primary School, 
Musselburgh 
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Case study  

For one pupil in particular loose parts play has definitely 

made a difference. Before there was a lot of fighting and 

aggression. Now there is engagement in loose parts play 

and behaviour is a lot better.  

I believe us being out there is key to it succeeding. We are 

supporting and valuing the work of the supervisors and 

our relationships with the children are better. 

Sometimes I just sit back and watch. I had high 

expectations of loose parts play and it has by far surpassed 

them. Seeing the problem solving and children working 

together is fantastic. Hammocks are popular at the 

railings, pupils now put these up in record time and enjoy 

hanging out and swinging. 

For tidy up we have clear instructions and procedures – 

someone is on fabric then there is tyre time when the 

older pupils roll in all the tyres. I call “the floor is lava” to 

get everything in the booths. We keep it fun, it really helps 

to get the children on board. 

Campie Primary School, Musselburgh 

To support loose parts play 

at Campie Primary School, 

the Senior Leadership Team 

made a commitment to be 

out in the playground every 

lunch time.  
 

Valuing play and 

strengthening relationships 

through play has been key 

to successfully introducing 

loose parts play at this 

school. 
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Be active…. 

The recent statement from the Children’s Play Policy Forum, gives the shocking statistic 

that “Almost 80% of 5 to 15 year olds aren’t getting enough physical activity to keep 

themselves healthy.” 3 

During loose parts play children slide down hills, build assault courses, jump off cable 

drums and leap over tall pipes. While doing this, they are often problem solving and 

learning to assess risks. Loose Parts play makes physical activity fun. 

3 Play Builds Children, 

Children’s Play Policy Forum, 

2019  

Charlie pushes a large cable drum to the top of the hill. He checks 

staff are watching as he stands ready to push it down. “I thought 

someone was going to get squashed! It was fine and he was 

cheesing!” Whitecraig Playgroup 

“I thought it was fun. Me and Leah took turns going in the suitcase 

and pulled each other around.” Pupil, Musselburgh Burgh Primary 
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There are a bunch of hula hoops out on the 

playground that I see be used in endless ways, 

they are spun, hula’d and thrown. A group of six 

younger children trap an older pupil in two 

hoops and he allows them to shepherd him 

about the playground whilst another runs 

around collecting as many as he can before 

placing them over the head of another all at 

once. When a hoop gets stuck in a tree an 

older child problem solves trying to retrieve it 

with a skipping rope whilst a bunch of younger 

children watch with interest. 

Observed by Max Alexander, Play Radical at 
Loretto RC Primary School, Musselburgh 
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Take notice…. 

Loose parts play allows children to experiment, discover and follow their own interests. 

During play, children are very motivated and often have a high level of focus. This is 

enabled when adults stand back, take time to observe children. ELPA’s approach supports 

adults to reflect, to think differently about their role and trust children. Feedback shows 

this is enjoyable, fulfilling and improves relationships. 

 

“We’ve really thought how we work as a team and our body 

language and the impact that has on the children.” Lunchtime 

supervisor, Musselburgh Burgh Primary 

  

Hidden behind some fabric, Evie spends a long time sorting shells. 

Staff hear her identifying colours and sizes, “whether smooth or 

rough”. When I take the fabric down, I find elaborate patterns made 

with string and elastic. Whitecraig Playgroup 

One child spends 40 minutes 

working solidly on his creation, 

adding to it, adapting it. His teacher 

remarks on his increased 

concentration. We notice pupils 

tying knots, inventing stories, 

counting change for transactions 

and examining bugs. This is our first 

session together, immediately 

afterwards the teacher rearranges 

her timetable to take pupils back to 

the woods for loose parts play.  

Loretto RC Primary School, 

Musselburgh 
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Case study 

“We were more scared than the kids. It was a big risk, we 

were dubious. We’ve been surprised this week how they’ve 

played. Its more imaginative and they are playing more 

together. Children are spending a long time, up to 40 

minutes in the loose parts corner.” 

After introducing loose parts, staff quickly reported 

positive changes in children’s play, focus and interactions. 

With a deeper understanding of play, there was a change 

in adult, child interactions with staff taking time to 

observe, noticing children’s interests and achievements. 

“I thought he’d shout for help but I waited and he did it, he 

problem solved. He was mesmerised for 15/20mins trying 

different things……..I see them as more able to build and 

solve problems.” 

These changes show an important shift in the view of the 

child to one that is more positive and competent. This 

change is deeply significant and has many positive 

consequences.  

Whitecraig Playgroup 

At Whitecraig Playgroup, 

staff wanted to encourage 

more co-operation and 

imaginative play. We 

delivered training, provided 

new resources and worked 

with staff to model 

approaches. 

The process of change can 

be daunting. Providing 

information and training, 

may not be enough. It is 

important to work 

alongside individuals to 

share ideas and build 

understanding. 
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“We are more mindful of the benefits of play as well as 

more confident about encouraging parents to see the value 

of loose parts play and the holistic nature opposed to 

plastic toys. I have also introduced loose parts play in 

aspects of my work such as family learning programmes, 

playschemes and youth clubs.”  

Pamela Martin, Community Learning and Development 

 

“The loose parts play project has made me think more 

laterally about play and opportunities and how I can express 

this to parents we work with. It has improved the work we 

do with stay and play as we are revamping some of the play 

opportunities we offer. It has given us time to think about 

our practise and develop our learning offer. Having the 

support of the loose parts play development officer to help 

move ideas into actions and to provide encouragement has 

been invaluable.”  

Jane Cummings, Community Learning and Development 

Case study 

The loose parts play 

Musselburgh project is 

based at Wallyford 

Community Centre. This has 

been an opportunity to 

introduce playful 

approaches across the 

centre’s programme.  

There has been formal 

training as well as  ongoing 

discussions. This approach 

has developed 

understanding, increased 

confidence and led to many 

new opportunities for loose 

parts play.  
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Keep learning…. 

From an early age, loose parts play provides an opportunity for children to explore and 

direct their own learning. Adults are sometimes surprised at children’s interest in tying 

knots, counting and the complexity of the stories that emerge during loose parts play. 

Through training, modelling and reflection we support teachers, early years practitioners, 

youth workers and families to learn more about play and to gain confidence in supporting 

children’s play. 

There were ten minutes of near silence as 
babies and toddlers explore a treasure 
basket together. One girl sorts objects by 
size, before stacking them, counting as she 
does so. She takes delight in showing her 
baby brother things and telling him what 
they are. 
Bumps to Buggies, supported by Carol-Ann 
Withington, First 1001 Days Family Worker  

“I think the work with loose parts has increased the confidence of 
the parents we work with. Due to seeing their children engage in 
thoughtful, focused play parents have said that they would try to 

do some loose parts at home.” 
First Step Community Project 
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By the numbers  

 

8 schools, nurseries and playgroups have been trained and mentored 

through the loose parts play development project. 

7 new loose parts play projects are now running on a regular basis. 

255 + staff (teachers, playground supervisors, community workers, 

youth workers and families) have participated in our loose parts 

play training events. 

4 specialist sessions were delivered at Musselburgh Burgh Primary to 

inform inclusive play approaches. 

2 professional development events supported for 32 early years 

practitioners. 

400 + people have participated in 22 community events.  

3 staff members at Whitecraig Playgroup have been recognised as 

children’s play champions by East Lothian Play Association. 

100% of participants reported increased confidence and understanding of loose 

parts play. 

100% of participants have made changes to their setting. 

100% of participants offer new opportunities for loose parts play within their 

setting or organisation. 

70% responded that the specialist loose parts play was the most valuable as-

pect of the project. 
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Thank you to everyone 

who has participated in 

and contributed to this 

project.  

A special big thank you 

to Wallyford Community 

Centre for hosting the 

Loose Parts Play 

Development Officer. 
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East Lothian Play Association 

www.elpa.org.uk 

info@elpa.org.uk 

SCO30069 

East Lothian Play Association 

Our vision                         

All children and young people in East Lothian have plentiful opportunities to play every 

day.  

Our mission 

To promote and enrich a culture of play in East Lothian by • promoting children’s right to 

play (article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) • sharing the benefits and 

value of play for all children and young people living in our community • inspiring and 

supporting people who work with children. 

 

East Lothian Play Associaton supports two loose parts play projects. The Loose Parts Play 

Musselburgh Project is funded by the Musselburgh Area Partnership 2018-2020. 

 

 

 

Loose Parts Play East Lothian 

loosepartsplayEL 

#chooseplay 


