ELF CARVING

When children think of elves, it’s the mystical little beings with pointy
ears and hats who make the Christmas toys at the North Pole that
often come to mind. The festive season is a great opportunity for a spot
of elf carving. We love to see how the children become fully immersed
in this activity, and how thrilled they are with their new skills and the
elf characters they create from ordinary sticks!

'




Knifework encourages children to assess and manage risks for themselves,
taking ownership of the process and handling tools mindfully, and offers
fantastic benefits in terms of self-motivation, independence, confidence
and care for themselves and others. It requires both dexterity and strength,
as well as focus, patience, perseverence and calm. This activity also
enhances the children’s understanding of the different species and types of
wood (wet, dry, firm, decomposing). There’s an amazing sense of
achievement when, after all the hard work, the elf finally appears, raising
selfesteem, and then it’s all about imaginative play and storytelling.

On one occasion, a passing Basset Hound took a shine to one of the elves
the children had lined up together against a big oak tree. The dog carried
the elf a short distance and then dropped it, before going on its way. The
escapades of this elf were then woven into a woodland adventure acted out
by the children and their creations. The elf in question was named Lucky.
(We thought this hilarious!)



LOCATION

Woodland or other outdoor natural space
that provides the sticks needed

AGE GROUP

6 years +

LEARNING
ABOUT ...

& Risk assessment and management &
mindfulness & self-motivation &
independence & confidence & empathy &
tree identification & sustainability &
nature connections & fine motor skills &
focus & patience & perseverance & self-
regulation & transferable skills & pride &
self-esteem & imagination &
communication £ community

KIT

+ Secateurs

<+ Sheath knives (one per person)

-+ Gardening gloves (one pair per person)
+ Cotton wool

-+ Non-toxic children’s glue, such as PVA

<+ Colouring pens that work on wood

OPTIONAL

= Wet wipes to clean sticky fingers

Get ready




Each child needs to find a stick to make their elf. They are looking for a
fairly straight piece of wood that is rot-free. A length of approximately
25cm (10in) is good for gripping when carving — if desired, this can
always be trimmed using secateurs (see tool use pages 12—14). The ideal
circumference is roughly 2.5cm (1in), which will allow the stick to be
carved without snapping.

Get set

Remind everyone of the safety rules for using a sheath knife (see pages
12—-14) and demonstrate each stage of using a knife to carve an elf. Carve
sitting down, holding the stick in a gloved hand to one side of your body,
with the unsheathed knife held firmly in your (ungloved) carving hand in a
forehand grip. Cut away from the body and keep the gloved hand well
away from the cutting edge.

Go!
Allow everyone to work at their own pace, helping only where needed, but
always keeping a watchful eye on the process.

Carving To carve the elf’s hat, you will want to make a blunt-ended point.
On the chosen end of the stick, go down 5cm (2in), push the knife slightly
into the wood, then carve all the way along the wood to the end, keeping
the gloved hand well away from the cutting edge. Do this all the way
around the end of the stick to form a pointed hat. It is easy and tempting to
carve a really sharp point, but remind everyone not to, as this could be
dangerous, and the end does need to be blunt for the pompom to stick on.
Once you are happy with the hat you can begin to cut out the face and the
brim of the hat.

To define the face and brim of the hat, make a Imm-deep stop cut at the
base of the hat by placing the blade horizontally on the stick and rocking
the knife from side to side, turning the stick as you go, until a slight
indentation in the wood runs all the way round. Then move the blade about
3.5cm (1%2in) down from the brim (stop cut) and start to cut into the wood
toward the stop cut, removing the bark and a little of the wood underneath.
Work all the way around the stick. You will end up with a clean face, space



for the hair and an edge to the hat. For the mouth, make another small stop
cut in the centre of the face about 2cm/%4in from the brim. Move the knife
down slightly and carve toward the stop cut until a smiley mouth appears.

Decorating Now for the finishing touches! The makers can draw a nose
and eyes on the face. The elf’s hat can be coloured in festive green or red,
or whatever colours the maker likes. Put a dab of glue on the blunt end of
the hat and stick on a pompom of cotton wool. Dab more glue under the
face and around the hairline to attach cotton wool for a beard and flufty
white hair. There’s also the option of carving away some bark on the body
to colour in clothing. If the elf seems too long, secateurs can be used to
trim off the end. Now it’s time to name the elves and use them 1n all
manner of imaginative play!

Endings
Once the children have finished playing, you might like to talk more about
elves. What do the children know about them? The idea of elves seems to



have emerged centuries ago in Norse mythology, and since then elves have
appeared in different guises in many different stories, such as J.R.R.
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. In Iceland, even today, elves known as
huldufolk are thought to make their homes in rocks. The belief is so strong
that roads have been rerouted to avoid the homes! The elves are friendly
but must be treated with respect — or else! There are stories about road-
building machines mysteriously breaking down near the elf territories . . .



