
Knife work

WHITTLING

Whittling is the carving of wood using a knife.  It is a good way to introduce children to using 
tools in a safe and controlled environment.  Most children enjoy whittling sticks, especially if 
there is a purpose, for example whittling sticks for toasting marshmallows, pastry sticks or 
making a butter knife.  Whittling is all about the journey as oppose to the end product, it is 
seen by many as being relaxing and therapeutic.

What wood?
You can use most coppiced green wood for whittling.  

Looking after your knives
When using tools the activity leaders must be aware of exactly where all the tools are at all 
times, they must never be left unattended.  

When not in use, tools must be stored safely (blades in their sheaths) within a closed unit 
(preferably locked) such as a tool box and then secured in a locked cupboard.  

Children and young people must not be given access to this tool box without close 
supervision.

Keep your knife sharp
Obeying this first rule of whittling will not only ensure better cuts, it will also ensure that you 
keep all your fingers! Instead of cutting, dull blades have a tendency to glance off the wood 
and head right towards your hand. While the blade might not be sharp enough to cut wood, 
it’s usually still sharp enough to cut human flesh.

Safe Zone 
Before you open or use your knife, you need to be sure that the area around you is safe and 
secure.  Establish a “safe zone” (or it may be referred to as a “blood bubble” or "blood 
circle") around you to protect yourself and other people and animals: 

 Choose a spot with fairly level ground.
 Make sure that there are no small children or pets close by, even if they are outside 

of your safe zone. 
 Stand up with one arm out by your side, holding a stick the length of your knife. 
 Slowly rotate yourself around. 
 If you hit something or someone, move until you can do this without interference.
 Make sure that nothing or no one is in the imaginary circle that creates.
 Make sure that you have something steady and secure to sit on.
 If you are going to stand, make sure that your feet are secure and that the area is not 

slippery or contains items that may trip you if you move. 

Once you can do this, you have established your safe zone. At any time after you begin 
using your knife, the safe zone becomes unsafe, immediately stop and put down your knife 
in it’s sheath until it is safe again. 



How to cut 

Hold the knife in the hand that you use to write with. This is your dominate hand and you will 
be able to better control the knife with this hand. Grasp the handle with your whole hand. 
Position the blade at a slant, pointing away from you. To cut, begin the cut then move the 
blade away from your body. If this is not possible, position yourself to the side of the object 
you are cutting. If you are cutting completely through something, be aware of what is under 
the object you are cutting. Cutting on rock, dirt, metal, some plastics, etc. can dull the knife 
blade as the cut is made.  If you are carving or whittling, always hold the object you are 
cutting securely in front of you, place the blade against the object and apply slight pressure 
while moving the blade away from your body. It is better to make several cuts using light 
pressure than one cut by forcing the blade. 

Take it slow, there’s no need to rush! Whittling is supposed to be relaxing and 
meditative. When you hurry with your cuts, that’s when accidents happen. Make every cut 
slow and controlled.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A knife is a tool, not a toy.  Make sure the children and young people know this!

People watching you work with your knife should not enter your Safe Zone.

Use age appropriate tools.

Ensure appropriate staff ratios.

Your knife should always be kept clean and dry.

Knives should be handled with the same safety rules as scissors.

Always walk when carrying a knife.

When using a knife, do not make big shavings or chips.

Cut with caution around knots as your blade could slip. 

If your blade gets stuck do not tuck as you will lose control of your knife.

A  knife should never be used on something that will dull or break it.

A fixed blade knife should be passed to another person handle first.

Make sure you have adequate insurance.

Write your Risk Assessments or Risk Benefit Analysis prior to the activity.

Seek appropriate parental permissions before the activity.


