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Abstract 

  The desire to learn with our hands is an innate human trait.  Sociocultural theory 

presented by Lev Vygotsky laid the foundation of the importance of hands-on learning, which is 

still prevalent in current trends within the field of education.  When focusing on the whole child, 

sociocultural theory supports the many facets that comprise the human being.  The evolution of 

skills deemed necessary in the current era, challenges schools to implement dynamic curricula in 

order to foster 21st century skills in students.  While there is not substantial research to support 

the use of handwork in the Upper Elementary Montessori classroom (multi-age setting for 4th-6th 

grades), there is significant research that demonstrates the importance of creativity, discipline, 

independence, self-efficacy, and social cooperation as skills to develop for this age group.  

The purpose of this study was to examine and evaluate the impact of handwork as an 

experience with upper elementary students between the ages of nine and twelve as a means to 

develop contemporary soft skills of creativity, discipline, independence, self-efficacy, and social 

cooperation which together support pre-adolescent brain development.  Through the use of 

qualitative (observations) and quantitative instruments (surveys), this research was intended to 

validate the impact of Practical Life activities in development of these skills.  However; due to 

school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, the study had to be terminated. Based on the 

short period of intervention and researcher’s time with students, the following generalized 

conclusions about handwork and development of soft skills is that there is a positive effect. 
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Literature Review 

Handwork to Build Independence 

 Our educational world strives to produce independent thinkers who will make a positive 

impact within their communities and in our world.  Numerous levels of independence is 

cultivated through the development of students’ 21st century skills which include 

communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity.  These skills are commonly 

referred to as the ‘4Cs’ and have been explored through various aspects of educational reform.  

As cited by Efendi, Surmarmi, & Utomo (2020), “4Cs is life skills required by students to be 

able to exist and overcome the challenges of 21st-century community activities.”  It is apparent 

that the development in these four areas is essential to student success.  The exposure to these 

important skills must be equal for all students, as it will lead them to build independence that will 

have significant impact throughout their lifetimes. 

 Current educators are charged with ensuring that all students receive equal opportunities 

in education.  This educational focus is meant to guarantee that valuable experiences are 

provided to engage children in their own learning.   According to Pllana (2019), “The 

fundamental goal of global education is equality in education.”  Providing consistent and 

enriched learning opportunities to all students not only ensures equity, but also allows them to 

cultivate their own independence.   

 The educational experiences that are offered to students must include opportunities where 

they construct their independence through setting goals for task completion.  Each individual 

student needs purposeful, well-planned activities that encourage the inception of tasks and 

explicit guidance through the creation of plans for completion.  According to Sides and Cuevas 

(2020), “Goal-setting theory indicates that there is a positive relationship between setting 
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explicitly high goals and academic performance.”  The purpose for setting goals for task 

completion supports students’ ability to plan and execute specific work that needs to be finished. 

 One way to encourage the aspect of setting goals for the completion of tasks is to provide 

hand work to students in the classroom.  Any type of handwork project must have a beginning 

and end, which supports students in making plans.  This handwork can include Practical Life 

exercises that engage the hand and mind of each student.  According to Lillard (2017), 

“[Practical Life activities] educate children’s movements to be geared to a purpose, to develop 

children’s ability to concentrate on a task, to help children learn to carry out a series of steps in 

sequence, and to help children learn to care for the environment” (p. 48).  The use of handwork 

in the upper elementary classroom encourages students to build their independence through the 

thoughtful completion of tasks that will carry through other life experiences in future careers. 

Through Practical Life exercises focused on handwork, children begin to construct a self-

awareness of being able to trust themselves when initiating and completing a new task.  As they 

create handwork it can be a manifestation of what is already an artistic image or thought within 

their minds.  The ability to transfer what is in the child’s minds to a tangible creation will 

continue to build their mental as well as motorial independence.  As Baker (2013) states, “The 

arts are not only expressive, but also cognitive” (p. 3). Children will begin to make connections 

between their handwork and other academic areas to the point where they may in the future 

choose handwork as a way to show their understanding of geometric, mathematical, or language-

based concepts.   

In a Montessori classroom, children have lessons presented and then work is assigned or 

selected that helps to continue this learning.  This follow up work can be guided by the teacher, 

but is most impactful when the child selects their own expression of synthesizing their learning.  
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Being able to choose visual arts for a follow up work after a lesson can be empowering for the 

child.  As children reach outside of the familiar list of options for follow up work, other children 

may also be encouraged to take the risk to try something new, as well.  Success in a completed 

task builds self-confidence, or trust in oneself, and 9–12-year-old children are keenly aware of 

their levels of self-trust.  In the work of Goldfus & Karny-Tagger (2017), they explored brain 

development of pre-adolescent children and recognized that, “The prefrontal lobe responsible for 

control and monitoring, organization, and prioritizing, is still developing” (p. 181).  With 

students in the upper elementary classroom, it is pertinent to provide focused learning 

opportunities that engage the hand and mind to help build their independence in task completion.   

It is the role of the educator to be aware of the developmental phases in which students 

reside in order to offer opportunities for children to build independence.  When children build 

handwork skills and feel successful in their environment, they are later able to transfer this 

learning to other situations.  “It [primary education] is planned and organized to help students 

accept the basics of natural, social, and vocational sciences that help them live safely in their 

communities” (Hendy, 81, 2020).  Through the intentional planning of learning experiences for 

children, educators can support the development of independence that will aide students in 

preparing for interaction within their communities. 

 

Handwork to Foster Self-Efficacy 

 A child’s belief in their own ability to be successful is an instrumental part of finding 

their place in this world.  As cited by Lee and Jonson-Reid (2015), “Drawn from a larger 

theoretical framework of social cognitive theory, self-efficacy is defined as ‘people’s judgements 

of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types 
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of performance’.”  Current research supports various approaches to encouraging self-efficacy in 

students that will promote future success.   

In the Montessori environment, natural opportunities support children’s development of 

self-efficacy.  These opportunities are presented in the aspect of Practical Life, where children 

freely choose to explore care of the indoor environment through exercises such as food 

preparation and watering plants.  There are also times when children can engage in care of self, 

which includes tasks such as sewing and dressing oneself.  According to Lillard (2017), 

“Although the [Practical Life] exercises are skill-oriented in the sense that they involve washing 

a table or shining one’s shoes, their purpose is not to master these tasks for their own sake.  It is 

rather to aid the inner construction of discipline, organization, independence, and self-esteem 

through concentration on a precise and completed cycle of activity” (p. 71).  This further 

supports the idea that children can build self-efficacy to complete tasks which in turn promotes 

the internal view of themselves.   

Practical Life is often associated with early childhood and lower elementary levels in 

Montessori education.  In conventional classrooms, there is continued recognition in offering 

project-based learning experiences in addition to career and technical education courses that 

support eliciting creativity in students, as well as hands-on learning experiences.  As cited by 

Niiranen (2019), “The core argument of the learning theory of constructionism is that people 

learn best when they are making (constructing) something because of the powerful interaction 

between thinking and action during making.”  By offering opportunities for upper elementary 

students to learn through success in active tasks, they can unconsciously construct a healthy self-

image. This promotes an internal desire to take responsible risks in the learning environment 

which can propel children forward to explore areas in which they are proficient. 
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Although the opening of the first Casa de Bambini occurred over one hundred years ago, 

parents continue to choose Montessori education for their children.  Through education from 

credentialed Montessorians, parents understand that the education we are supporting for their 

children is not merely based on academics, but is focused on the development of the whole child.  

“Montessori is not just about teaching reading, writing, and arithmetic.  It is about the human 

spirit” (Miller, 2016, p. 1). Developing the human spirit requires intense focus on providing 

experiences that are attractive to a child’s natural curiosity in how the world works.  Building 

upon their desire and eagerness for knowledge supports the emotions that drive them to better 

understand who they are as people.  The development of the human spirit at the Upper 

Elementary level includes the individual child and the community – both local and global.  “The 

opportunities of participating in the class help learners to share their information with others and 

enhance the self-confidence” (Hendy, 2020, 83).  This expands not only within their learning 

environment, but globally, as well.  Focusing on growing the human spirit allows children to 

become who they are meant to be, as well as aiding them in understanding their purpose in this 

world, or what Montessori refers to as the “Cosmic Task” which is grounded in her approach to 

Cosmic Education.  Lillard shares that “Cosmic Education is a way to show the child how 

everything in the universe is interrelated and interdependent, no matter if it is the tiniest molecule 

or the largest organism ever created” (2017, p. 154)  

         Handwork provides children with a chance to use their hands to make something original.  

“A broad range of practical activities; in each key stage, pupils should design and make: 

artifacts, systems, and environments in response to needs and opportunities identified 

(Thorsteinsson & Page, 2018, p. 1).  Their own creations cultivate a belief within themselves that 

they are capable of accomplishing great things.  Children who struggle with fine and gross motor 
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skills are able to engage in handwork without feeling different from their peers, which is a 

tremendous concern of children in the latter part of the second plane of development.   

 

Handwork as An Instrument for Creativity 

 Although creativity is subjective and can be based upon the perception of others, it is a 

part of our human existence and manifests in a multitude of ways.  According to Pllana (2019), 

“Creativity is the ability to create something new from nothing.”  Creativity is not something that 

can be taught explicitly.  It is not a concept about which educators receive training in how to 

teach, but creativity in students must be nurtured from within.  This nurturing is most influential 

at an early age but should consistently be fostered throughout a child’s educational career.   

 As a child enters into primary education, many educational activities involve the use of 

the hands to explore the environment.  Through progression of each stage of development, the 

use of the child’s hands continues to help them understand the world around them.  According to 

Maria Montessori (1995), “the hands are the instruments of man’s intelligence” (p. 27).  With the 

knowledge of using our hands to explore, it is essential that upper elementary students have 

equal opportunities to build their own understanding of their innate creativity. 

In other words, Montessori theorized and observed that the children interact with the 

outside environment and build their minds and whole selves. While this is most obvious in the 

very young toddler who touches and picks up everything, she extrapolates to say that all people 

need to interact with the environment to build their mind and integrate their being. As a part of 

Practical Life exercises, opportunities can be provided to Upper Elementary children that allow 

meaningful work of the hand to encourage their creativity and self-development.   
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Handwork to Encourage Discipline 

 The ability to focus on tasks from start to finish is an instrumental skill that is required in 

all areas of our lives.  Our society has become consumed in providing children with “fidgets” 

and other electronic occupations of the hand that do not yield a creative product, such as a video 

game.  While these activities may keep the hands busy, there is limited research that supports 

that this is actually beneficial for children’s brains.  

There is growing recognition of the importance of the integration of Practical Life 

exercises in the educational world.  This is supported by the apparent encouragement of project-

based learning and career and technical education courses that are integrated throughout our 

secondary schools.  In addition, current scientific understanding of neurological development of 

children between nine- and twelve-years old shares the contemporary concern of needing to 

prepare these emerging teenagers for adult life.  As stated by Koroluk (2015), “The discovery 

that the brain can change and rewire itself has drastic implications in the field of education.”  

With the knowledge of how the brain is malleable, it leads us to better understand the need to 

encourage all possible opportunities for children to engage in handwork that works the hand and 

strengthens the mind.  This focus will only intensify a child’s ability to stay focused on the tasks 

presented that need to be completed.     

The need to move through a linear process to complete tasks without distractions will 

benefit children through their academic careers.  Lillard (2017) reiterates that Dr. Montessori 

believed that children who were able to exist in peace and preferred disciplined tasks over 

idleness were then in a state of “normalization” (p. 136).  Normalization of children in a 

classroom supports the focus on care of self and care of the environment – two important aspects 

in a Montessori Practical Life environment.  Children understand their role within the 
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environment and know to respect the learning of everyone sharing the educational space.  As all 

members in a classroom work towards cultivating an environment that supports normalized 

children, there needs to be intentionality behind providing experiences that allow children 

permission to grow and learn.  “Although children having ‘inner guides’ sounds mystical, 

developmental psychology research does show that young children, when free to choose, make 

good choices among certain sets of alternatives” (Lillard, 2017, p. 117).  Providing moments in 

time where upper elementary students can fully embrace the tasks to complete and can avoid 

distractions helps to build self-discipline within the classroom.  

By providing handwork in the Upper Elementary classroom, children have another 

opportunity of finding intrinsic rewards for their own productivity.  For children who struggle 

with finding joy in work, an educator has the responsibility to guide these children back towards 

seeking internal gratification.  Handwork is a productive way for children to utilize their time to 

process newly acquired information which causes a process of creating a denser brain.  As 

researched by Goldfus & Karny-Tagger (2017), “This process [overproduction and thickening of 

gray matter] involves an increase in connectivity between the different brain components, which 

become more integrated.” The thickening of gray matter encourages connections that allow 

information to anchor to previous knowledge and allows for new information to be connected.  

In Montessori classrooms, our upper elementary students do not just deserve the chance to 

engage in these specific Practical Life opportunities, they need it. 

When our pre-adolescent children enter the work force, they are expected to be able to 

concentrate on tasks and attend to details.  Hendy (2020) states “…educators always believe in 

vocational education as an important aspect to prepare students for practical projects and 

community vocations and always give their recommendations to develop and deliver it in 
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productive ways (p. 84).  Children developing self-discipline at a young age can carry this skill 

through their lives and positively impact their futures.  

 

Handwork to Boost Social Cooperation 

 The stability of our society relies upon social cooperation between individuals.  In a 

Montessori classroom, where students within three grade levels work together, there is a need for 

a focus on social cooperation.  This environment is a micro example of what students will 

encounter in our world.  Within a normalized classroom, we should see continuous respect for 

self, each other, and the learning environment.  Broillette (2010) states that “By creating art 

together, students learn to listen to each other both verbally and non-verbally.” Introducing 

handwork as a Practical Life exercise provides the classroom teacher time to model appropriate 

verbiage to use when requesting assistance and sharing materials.  In addition, Broillette (2009) 

also states that, “The arts, especially creative dramatics in the early grades, have repeatedly been 

associated with improved social skills.”  When teachers present lessons to children, while 

focusing on being precise with language, they are also consistently modeling for children the 

expectations for the classroom.  “It [vocational concepts and social skills learned actively] offers 

opportunities for learners to observe, examine, interact, connect, process, and apply knowledge 

and skills under the supervision of teacher” (Hendy, 2020, 84).  This continues to influence how 

children interact with each other which in turn carries over into their interactions with others in 

their communities.  

         Having handwork materials within the classroom for all children to access, provides 

equal access and opportunities for exploration.  As children begin various projects, they may 

encounter times when the items they would like to use are being utilized by another child.  “Arts 
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education and arts integration offer additional opportunities for students to learn to work together 

that are not characteristic of traditional academic subjects” (Corbisiero-Drakos, et. al, 5, 2021).  

This presents occasions when children can actively practice polite interactions with each other 

which in turn are the standard set within the classroom.     

 

Conclusion 

         Practical Life experiences through the use of handwork within the Upper Elementary 

classroom can be beneficial for children of varying abilities.  With our world comprised of 

neuro-diverse learners, it is essential that we take the time to support the children within our 

classrooms with many occasions to explore who they are as people and how they can make 

contributions within our world.  Overall, providing handwork activities has a therapeutic impact 

on normalization within the classroom environment. 

 

Research Study:  Purpose 

With the foreknowledge of the importance of Practical Life activities in the Upper 

Elementary classroom that was gathered through various courses in my Montessori training, it 

was imperative to investigate the impact of the use of handwork in the classroom.  The focus of 

my research was “How does Practical Life impact the creativity, discipline, independence, self-

efficacy, and social cooperation of students?”   

 

 

 

 



IMPACT OF HANDWORK AS PRACTICAL LIFE IN UPPER ELEMENTARY  13 

 

 

Research Study:  Setting, Demographics, and Participants 

 My research was conducted in a public Montessori Charter school in the Midwest area of 

the United States.  The school’s population supported 110 students in grades Kindergarten 

through 6th grade.   

In the classroom in which this study took place, there are two co-teachers who share the 

responsibility of guiding students.  Both teachers serve students in the morning from 7:45am to 

11:00am.  Beginning at 11:00am, I am the only teacher in the classroom for the remainder of the 

day until dismissal and pick up at 3:30pm. 

 The twenty-nine participants for this action research project consisted of elementary 

children, ages nine to twelve.  They were all in the same upper elementary classroom and 

represented fourth, fifth, and sixth grades.  There were 16 boys and 14 girls.  Within this 

classroom population, 12 students were in 4th grade, 13 students were in 5th grade, and 4 were in 

6th grade.  Additionally, out of this group of students, 5 were brand new to Montessori education 

as of that year. 

This classroom is composed of 1 Asian student, 4 Hispanic/Latino students, 3 Multiracial 

students, and 21 White students.  There is 1 student who receives Speech/Language services, 3 

students identified with specific Learning Disabilities, 2 students who are serviced through 504 

plans, 1 student with a documented hearing impairment, and 3 students currently under 

evaluation for learning difficulties. 
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Research Study:  Study Instruments and Methodology 

 

 There were several instruments utilized to collect information from students and parents 

for this study.  These study instruments consisted of a parent questionnaire (Appendix B), 

observation notebook (Appendices C and D), student self-assessment survey (Appendix E) and 

handwork choice chart (Appendix F).  The instruments were designed to be used to collect 

quantitative and qualitative data before, during, and after the six-week study. 

 The parent questionnaire was designed to collect the perceptions of parents regarding 

their child’s assimilation into the classroom environment. 

 This action research project was designed as a six-week study, which included anecdotal 

notes through observation, surveys and questionnaires. 

 

Parent

*Questionnaire

Researcher

*Observation 
Notebook

Student

*Self-Assessment 
Survey

*Handwork 
Choice Chart
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Timeline and Implementation for Instruments 

 For the duration of a one-week timeframe, I used 

my Observation Journal each day to collect data on how 

often children utilized the Practical Life shelves in our 

classroom.  I recorded tally marks to represent the 

number of children who used materials in each area and 

recorded anecdotal notes of what I observed.   

 Additionally, during this one-week timeframe, 

parents were also asked to complete the parent 

questionnaire, which was returned in a confidential 

envelope.   

With parental consent to participate in the study, 29 of 30 students were asked to 

complete a Self-Assessment Survey.  One parent did not provide consent for her child to 

participate in this study.  This survey was comprised of six statements: 

1. I enjoy school. 

2. I am able to work independently and complete my work without extra help.  

3. I believe that I can be successful in all academic areas. 

4. I enjoy opportunities to create things with my hands. 

5. I am able to focus and concentrate on my work without being distracted by others. 

6. I build positive relationships with other children in my classroom. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Sample for Observation Journal 
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The children would complete this self-assessment survey on Weeks 1, 4, and 7.  To 

ensure equality for all, this survey was read aloud to all students and they individually recorded 

their personal responses.  Also prior to implementation, I surveyed the students about their 

preferences and interest levels in Practical Life using the Handwork Choice Chart.  They were 

provided the name of each Practical Life exercise and a verbal explanation of what materials 

were used.  I utilized the same procedure in which the survey was read aloud and children used a 

scale to mark their interest levels. 
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The study plan was to be conducted as follows: 

Table 1 

Study Timeline with Instruments and Tools 

Week Practical Life Activity Tool Study Instrument 

Week 1 

 

Introduction to Handwork 

(sewing a pencil pouch) 

Pre-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 2 

 

Discuss timeline for projects. 

 

Begin handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Observation Notebook 

Week 3 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 4 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Take mid-intervention assessments. 

Mid-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 5 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 6 

 

Complete handwork exercises in sewing, 

knitting, macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 7  Post-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 
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Research Study:  Results 

 This study, designed for six weeks, was not completed due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

school closures that impacted all schools across the United States.  I was not able to execute 

Weeks 3-7; therefore, the data only shows Week 1 and 2. 

 

Table 2 

Weeks Impacted by Pandemic 

Week Practical Life Activity Tool Study Instrument 

Week 3 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 4 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Take mid-intervention assessments. 

Mid-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 5 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 6 

 

Complete handwork exercises in sewing, 

knitting, macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 7  Post-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 
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Pre-Intervention Data Results 

To gather information on the perception that children and their parents had regarding 

their feelings towards self-efficacy, (see above in Methodology section for the rationale of these 

survey statements), I used the parent questionnaire, self-assessment survey, and handwork choice 

chart which were administered at the beginning of this study.  In order to correlate the data from 

parents and students, the questions on the child survey were only slightly modified to be 

presented in the first person. 

• The first statement, “I enjoy school.” was chosen to get an overall feel of how each child 

perceived their existence within a school setting. 

• The second statement, “I am able to work independently and complete my work without 

extra help.” was designed to gather information on how each child ranked their 

independence within the classroom.    

• The third statement, “I believe that I can be successful in all academic areas.” was 

selected to gain a better understanding of a child’s level of self-confidence.    

• The fourth statement, “I enjoy opportunities to create things with my hands.” was chosen 

to explore each child’s personal perception about being creative. 

• The fifth statement, “I am able to focus and concentrate on my work without being 

distracted by others.” was designed to selectively understand each child’s ability to 

exercise self-discipline in the classroom setting.  

• The sixth statement, “I build positive relationships with other children in my classroom.” 

was selected to gather each child’s perception of engaging in social cooperation with 

others.  
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 The parent questionnaire was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  Each child’s parent was asked to respond to each statement regarding their child.  

Some parents marked in between columns, so the lower of the two scores was recorded. 

 

Figure 2 

Parent Questionnaire 

 

 According to the data collected, 25 out of 29 parents expressed that their children enjoy 

creating things by hand.  Having their children enrolled in a Montessori school helps to 

understand the look for a creative outlet.   

 Several parents reported that their children had difficulty focusing on tasks and were 

often distracted by their environment. 
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 The self-assessment survey was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  It was very similar to the parent questionnaire; however, each statement was 

adjusted to fit the first-person perspective.  Each child listened to this survey being read aloud 

and marked their individual responses on their papers.   

 

Figure 3 

Self-Assessment Survey 

 

The majority of children in this study reported that they enjoy creating things with their 

hands and build positive relationships with their peers.  About half of the students surveyed feel 

that they are able to work independently without distractions and are able to complete their work 

without additional assistance.  A little more than half of the class express self-confidence in the 

areas they encounter each day. 
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 The handwork choice chart was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  It provided the various Practical Life tools for children to rate on a scale to reflect 

their interest.  Each child listened to this survey being read aloud and was provided further verbal 

instruction of what this particular tool.  They marked their individual responses on their papers.   

 

Figure 4 

Handwork Choice Chart 

 

 This group of students showed their strong interest in beginning their Practical Life work 

in sewing.  I believe this was due to former introduction to sewing pillowcases using a sewing 

machine during Elementary 1.  No students marked sewing as “not interested”.  There was an 

equal number of students who reported “mostly interested” in macramé and knitting.  Neither of 

these Practical Life exercises have been introduced in the school setting for these students. 
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Intervention 

 In my first week of implementation, all students 

were provided with the opportunity to create their own 

pencil pouches.  Verbal and visual instructions were 

provided in a large group lesson.  Children were then 

given ample time to work on this Practical Life project. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mid-Intervention and Post-Intervention Data Results 

Due to circumstances already provided, I was unable to collect data for mid- and post-

intervention to conclude this study. 

 

Observation Journal Results 

My Observation Tool was modified from the Montessori Assessment Playbook by the 

National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector.  The anecdotal notes for the duration of a 

two-week period of time show that due to the nature of the setup for this classroom environment, 

Figure 4 

Pencil Pouch 

 

 
 

Figure 5 

Example of Macramé 
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there is often congestion in the Practical Life area.  Also, unless children were retrieving 

assigned work, they often did not find themselves interacting with the other Practical Life 

materials. 

 

Limitations and Implications for Further Action 

 The single most important limitation was the COVID-19 pandemic that caused schools to 

close and halt the completion of research.  In addition, there were other limitations that I failed to 

account for in presenting handwork to Upper Elementary students.  First, there were many 

children who were intrigued with handwork in which they had no prior experience or 

fundamental skills that would allow them to work on this independently.  Children who have 

been enrolled in this Montessori school had previous experience with sewing on a machine, but 

not specifically with using a needle and thread.  Second, I was surprised at the number of 

children who all wanted to do the same task with the limited resources provided in the 

classroom.  Finally, I did not take into account the amount of time it would take to get each child 

set up to begin their individual projects.  In the future, if I plan to offer four options, it will be 

beneficial to purchase the materials after gathering the data on which students wanted to pursue 

each area. 

If provided with the opportunity to conduct this study again, I would select only one type 

of handwork to introduce to the students.  It was difficult to manage four different types of 

projects happening concurrently.  Students often needed support and guidance and I was able to 

only provide that in three of the four types of handwork.  With a modification to introducing one 

handwork to all students, it would allow others with experience to help more novice students 

during the introduction.     
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In hindsight, I would have also begun my research in the fall and allowed myself at least 

a three-month timeframe to conduct this research. 

 

Conclusion 

 The results of my study are inconclusive; however, I believe that if given adequate 

amount of time to complete this research study, the data would show that the majority of students 

in the upper elementary classroom would report improvements in all areas.   

The Practical Life aspect is a passion that has become important to me which provides 

the drive to continue to advocate for this area to be a focus for pre-adolescent children.    
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Abstract 

  The desire to learn with our hands is an innate human trait.  Sociocultural theory 

presented by Lev Vygotsky laid the foundation of the importance of hands-on learning, which is 

still prevalent in current trends within the field of education.  When focusing on the whole child, 

sociocultural theory supports the many facets that comprise the human being.  The evolution of 

skills deemed necessary in the current era, challenges schools to implement dynamic curricula in 

order to foster 21st century skills in students.  While there is not substantial research to support 

the use of handwork in the Upper Elementary Montessori classroom (multi-age setting for 4th-6th 

grades), there is significant research that demonstrates the importance of creativity, discipline, 

independence, self-efficacy, and social cooperation as skills to develop for this age group.  

The purpose of this study was to examine and evaluate the impact of handwork as an 

experience with upper elementary students between the ages of nine and twelve as a means to 

develop contemporary soft skills of creativity, discipline, independence, self-efficacy, and social 

cooperation which together support pre-adolescent brain development.  Through the use of 

qualitative (observations) and quantitative instruments (surveys), this research was intended to 

validate the impact of Practical Life activities in development of these skills.  However; due to 

school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, the study had to be terminated. Based on the 

short period of intervention and researcher’s time with students, the following generalized 

conclusions about handwork and development of soft skills is that there is a positive effect. 

 

 

 

 

Keywords:  handwork, creativity, discipline, independence, self-efficacy, social cooperation 
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Literature Review 

Handwork to Build Independence 

 Our educational world strives to produce independent thinkers who will make a positive 

impact within their communities and in our world.  Numerous levels of independence is 

cultivated through the development of students’ 21st century skills which include 

communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity.  These skills are commonly 

referred to as the ‘4Cs’ and have been explored through various aspects of educational reform.  

As cited by Efendi, Surmarmi, & Utomo (2020), “4Cs is life skills required by students to be 

able to exist and overcome the challenges of 21st-century community activities.”  It is apparent 

that the development in these four areas is essential to student success.  The exposure to these 

important skills must be equal for all students, as it will lead them to build independence that will 

have significant impact throughout their lifetimes. 

 Current educators are charged with ensuring that all students receive equal opportunities 

in education.  This educational focus is meant to guarantee that valuable experiences are 

provided to engage children in their own learning.   According to Pllana (2019), “The 

fundamental goal of global education is equality in education.”  Providing consistent and 

enriched learning opportunities to all students not only ensures equity, but also allows them to 

cultivate their own independence.   

 The educational experiences that are offered to students must include opportunities where 

they construct their independence through setting goals for task completion.  Each individual 

student needs purposeful, well-planned activities that encourage the inception of tasks and 

explicit guidance through the creation of plans for completion.  According to Sides and Cuevas 

(2020), “Goal-setting theory indicates that there is a positive relationship between setting 
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explicitly high goals and academic performance.”  The purpose for setting goals for task 

completion supports students’ ability to plan and execute specific work that needs to be finished. 

 One way to encourage the aspect of setting goals for the completion of tasks is to provide 

hand work to students in the classroom.  Any type of handwork project must have a beginning 

and end, which supports students in making plans.  This handwork can include Practical Life 

exercises that engage the hand and mind of each student.  According to Lillard (2017), 

“[Practical Life activities] educate children’s movements to be geared to a purpose, to develop 

children’s ability to concentrate on a task, to help children learn to carry out a series of steps in 

sequence, and to help children learn to care for the environment” (p. 48).  The use of handwork 

in the upper elementary classroom encourages students to build their independence through the 

thoughtful completion of tasks that will carry through other life experiences in future careers. 

Through Practical Life exercises focused on handwork, children begin to construct a self-

awareness of being able to trust themselves when initiating and completing a new task.  As they 

create handwork it can be a manifestation of what is already an artistic image or thought within 

their minds.  The ability to transfer what is in the child’s minds to a tangible creation will 

continue to build their mental as well as motorial independence.  As Baker (2013) states, “The 

arts are not only expressive, but also cognitive” (p. 3). Children will begin to make connections 

between their handwork and other academic areas to the point where they may in the future 

choose handwork as a way to show their understanding of geometric, mathematical, or language-

based concepts.   

In a Montessori classroom, children have lessons presented and then work is assigned or 

selected that helps to continue this learning.  This follow up work can be guided by the teacher, 

but is most impactful when the child selects their own expression of synthesizing their learning.  
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Being able to choose visual arts for a follow up work after a lesson can be empowering for the 

child.  As children reach outside of the familiar list of options for follow up work, other children 

may also be encouraged to take the risk to try something new, as well.  Success in a completed 

task builds self-confidence, or trust in oneself, and 9–12-year-old children are keenly aware of 

their levels of self-trust.  In the work of Goldfus & Karny-Tagger (2017), they explored brain 

development of pre-adolescent children and recognized that, “The prefrontal lobe responsible for 

control and monitoring, organization, and prioritizing, is still developing” (p. 181).  With 

students in the upper elementary classroom, it is pertinent to provide focused learning 

opportunities that engage the hand and mind to help build their independence in task completion.   

It is the role of the educator to be aware of the developmental phases in which students 

reside in order to offer opportunities for children to build independence.  When children build 

handwork skills and feel successful in their environment, they are later able to transfer this 

learning to other situations.  “It [primary education] is planned and organized to help students 

accept the basics of natural, social, and vocational sciences that help them live safely in their 

communities” (Hendy, 81, 2020).  Through the intentional planning of learning experiences for 

children, educators can support the development of independence that will aide students in 

preparing for interaction within their communities. 

 

Handwork to Foster Self-Efficacy 

 A child’s belief in their own ability to be successful is an instrumental part of finding 

their place in this world.  As cited by Lee and Jonson-Reid (2015), “Drawn from a larger 

theoretical framework of social cognitive theory, self-efficacy is defined as ‘people’s judgements 

of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types 
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of performance’.”  Current research supports various approaches to encouraging self-efficacy in 

students that will promote future success.   

In the Montessori environment, natural opportunities support children’s development of 

self-efficacy.  These opportunities are presented in the aspect of Practical Life, where children 

freely choose to explore care of the indoor environment through exercises such as food 

preparation and watering plants.  There are also times when children can engage in care of self, 

which includes tasks such as sewing and dressing oneself.  According to Lillard (2017), 

“Although the [Practical Life] exercises are skill-oriented in the sense that they involve washing 

a table or shining one’s shoes, their purpose is not to master these tasks for their own sake.  It is 

rather to aid the inner construction of discipline, organization, independence, and self-esteem 

through concentration on a precise and completed cycle of activity” (p. 71).  This further 

supports the idea that children can build self-efficacy to complete tasks which in turn promotes 

the internal view of themselves.   

Practical Life is often associated with early childhood and lower elementary levels in 

Montessori education.  In conventional classrooms, there is continued recognition in offering 

project-based learning experiences in addition to career and technical education courses that 

support eliciting creativity in students, as well as hands-on learning experiences.  As cited by 

Niiranen (2019), “The core argument of the learning theory of constructionism is that people 

learn best when they are making (constructing) something because of the powerful interaction 

between thinking and action during making.”  By offering opportunities for upper elementary 

students to learn through success in active tasks, they can unconsciously construct a healthy self-

image. This promotes an internal desire to take responsible risks in the learning environment 

which can propel children forward to explore areas in which they are proficient. 
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Although the opening of the first Casa de Bambini occurred over one hundred years ago, 

parents continue to choose Montessori education for their children.  Through education from 

credentialed Montessorians, parents understand that the education we are supporting for their 

children is not merely based on academics, but is focused on the development of the whole child.  

“Montessori is not just about teaching reading, writing, and arithmetic.  It is about the human 

spirit” (Miller, 2016, p. 1). Developing the human spirit requires intense focus on providing 

experiences that are attractive to a child’s natural curiosity in how the world works.  Building 

upon their desire and eagerness for knowledge supports the emotions that drive them to better 

understand who they are as people.  The development of the human spirit at the Upper 

Elementary level includes the individual child and the community – both local and global.  “The 

opportunities of participating in the class help learners to share their information with others and 

enhance the self-confidence” (Hendy, 2020, 83).  This expands not only within their learning 

environment, but globally, as well.  Focusing on growing the human spirit allows children to 

become who they are meant to be, as well as aiding them in understanding their purpose in this 

world, or what Montessori refers to as the “Cosmic Task” which is grounded in her approach to 

Cosmic Education.  Lillard shares that “Cosmic Education is a way to show the child how 

everything in the universe is interrelated and interdependent, no matter if it is the tiniest molecule 

or the largest organism ever created” (2017, p. 154)  

         Handwork provides children with a chance to use their hands to make something original.  

“A broad range of practical activities; in each key stage, pupils should design and make: 

artifacts, systems, and environments in response to needs and opportunities identified 

(Thorsteinsson & Page, 2018, p. 1).  Their own creations cultivate a belief within themselves that 

they are capable of accomplishing great things.  Children who struggle with fine and gross motor 
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skills are able to engage in handwork without feeling different from their peers, which is a 

tremendous concern of children in the latter part of the second plane of development.   

 

Handwork as An Instrument for Creativity 

 Although creativity is subjective and can be based upon the perception of others, it is a 

part of our human existence and manifests in a multitude of ways.  According to Pllana (2019), 

“Creativity is the ability to create something new from nothing.”  Creativity is not something that 

can be taught explicitly.  It is not a concept about which educators receive training in how to 

teach, but creativity in students must be nurtured from within.  This nurturing is most influential 

at an early age but should consistently be fostered throughout a child’s educational career.   

 As a child enters into primary education, many educational activities involve the use of 

the hands to explore the environment.  Through progression of each stage of development, the 

use of the child’s hands continues to help them understand the world around them.  According to 

Maria Montessori (1995), “the hands are the instruments of man’s intelligence” (p. 27).  With the 

knowledge of using our hands to explore, it is essential that upper elementary students have 

equal opportunities to build their own understanding of their innate creativity. 

In other words, Montessori theorized and observed that the children interact with the 

outside environment and build their minds and whole selves. While this is most obvious in the 

very young toddler who touches and picks up everything, she extrapolates to say that all people 

need to interact with the environment to build their mind and integrate their being. As a part of 

Practical Life exercises, opportunities can be provided to Upper Elementary children that allow 

meaningful work of the hand to encourage their creativity and self-development.   
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Handwork to Encourage Discipline 

 The ability to focus on tasks from start to finish is an instrumental skill that is required in 

all areas of our lives.  Our society has become consumed in providing children with “fidgets” 

and other electronic occupations of the hand that do not yield a creative product, such as a video 

game.  While these activities may keep the hands busy, there is limited research that supports 

that this is actually beneficial for children’s brains.  

There is growing recognition of the importance of the integration of Practical Life 

exercises in the educational world.  This is supported by the apparent encouragement of project-

based learning and career and technical education courses that are integrated throughout our 

secondary schools.  In addition, current scientific understanding of neurological development of 

children between nine- and twelve-years old shares the contemporary concern of needing to 

prepare these emerging teenagers for adult life.  As stated by Koroluk (2015), “The discovery 

that the brain can change and rewire itself has drastic implications in the field of education.”  

With the knowledge of how the brain is malleable, it leads us to better understand the need to 

encourage all possible opportunities for children to engage in handwork that works the hand and 

strengthens the mind.  This focus will only intensify a child’s ability to stay focused on the tasks 

presented that need to be completed.     

The need to move through a linear process to complete tasks without distractions will 

benefit children through their academic careers.  Lillard (2017) reiterates that Dr. Montessori 

believed that children who were able to exist in peace and preferred disciplined tasks over 

idleness were then in a state of “normalization” (p. 136).  Normalization of children in a 

classroom supports the focus on care of self and care of the environment – two important aspects 

in a Montessori Practical Life environment.  Children understand their role within the 
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environment and know to respect the learning of everyone sharing the educational space.  As all 

members in a classroom work towards cultivating an environment that supports normalized 

children, there needs to be intentionality behind providing experiences that allow children 

permission to grow and learn.  “Although children having ‘inner guides’ sounds mystical, 

developmental psychology research does show that young children, when free to choose, make 

good choices among certain sets of alternatives” (Lillard, 2017, p. 117).  Providing moments in 

time where upper elementary students can fully embrace the tasks to complete and can avoid 

distractions helps to build self-discipline within the classroom.  

By providing handwork in the Upper Elementary classroom, children have another 

opportunity of finding intrinsic rewards for their own productivity.  For children who struggle 

with finding joy in work, an educator has the responsibility to guide these children back towards 

seeking internal gratification.  Handwork is a productive way for children to utilize their time to 

process newly acquired information which causes a process of creating a denser brain.  As 

researched by Goldfus & Karny-Tagger (2017), “This process [overproduction and thickening of 

gray matter] involves an increase in connectivity between the different brain components, which 

become more integrated.” The thickening of gray matter encourages connections that allow 

information to anchor to previous knowledge and allows for new information to be connected.  

In Montessori classrooms, our upper elementary students do not just deserve the chance to 

engage in these specific Practical Life opportunities, they need it. 

When our pre-adolescent children enter the work force, they are expected to be able to 

concentrate on tasks and attend to details.  Hendy (2020) states “…educators always believe in 

vocational education as an important aspect to prepare students for practical projects and 

community vocations and always give their recommendations to develop and deliver it in 
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productive ways (p. 84).  Children developing self-discipline at a young age can carry this skill 

through their lives and positively impact their futures.  

 

Handwork to Boost Social Cooperation 

 The stability of our society relies upon social cooperation between individuals.  In a 

Montessori classroom, where students within three grade levels work together, there is a need for 

a focus on social cooperation.  This environment is a micro example of what students will 

encounter in our world.  Within a normalized classroom, we should see continuous respect for 

self, each other, and the learning environment.  Broillette (2010) states that “By creating art 

together, students learn to listen to each other both verbally and non-verbally.” Introducing 

handwork as a Practical Life exercise provides the classroom teacher time to model appropriate 

verbiage to use when requesting assistance and sharing materials.  In addition, Broillette (2009) 

also states that, “The arts, especially creative dramatics in the early grades, have repeatedly been 

associated with improved social skills.”  When teachers present lessons to children, while 

focusing on being precise with language, they are also consistently modeling for children the 

expectations for the classroom.  “It [vocational concepts and social skills learned actively] offers 

opportunities for learners to observe, examine, interact, connect, process, and apply knowledge 

and skills under the supervision of teacher” (Hendy, 2020, 84).  This continues to influence how 

children interact with each other which in turn carries over into their interactions with others in 

their communities.  

         Having handwork materials within the classroom for all children to access, provides 

equal access and opportunities for exploration.  As children begin various projects, they may 

encounter times when the items they would like to use are being utilized by another child.  “Arts 
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education and arts integration offer additional opportunities for students to learn to work together 

that are not characteristic of traditional academic subjects” (Corbisiero-Drakos, et. al, 5, 2021).  

This presents occasions when children can actively practice polite interactions with each other 

which in turn are the standard set within the classroom.     

 

Conclusion 

         Practical Life experiences through the use of handwork within the Upper Elementary 

classroom can be beneficial for children of varying abilities.  With our world comprised of 

neuro-diverse learners, it is essential that we take the time to support the children within our 

classrooms with many occasions to explore who they are as people and how they can make 

contributions within our world.  Overall, providing handwork activities has a therapeutic impact 

on normalization within the classroom environment. 

 

Research Study:  Purpose 

With the foreknowledge of the importance of Practical Life activities in the Upper 

Elementary classroom that was gathered through various courses in my Montessori training, it 

was imperative to investigate the impact of the use of handwork in the classroom.  The focus of 

my research was “How does Practical Life impact the creativity, discipline, independence, self-

efficacy, and social cooperation of students?”   
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Research Study:  Setting, Demographics, and Participants 

 My research was conducted in a public Montessori Charter school in the Midwest area of 

the United States.  The school’s population supported 110 students in grades Kindergarten 

through 6th grade.   

In the classroom in which this study took place, there are two co-teachers who share the 

responsibility of guiding students.  Both teachers serve students in the morning from 7:45am to 

11:00am.  Beginning at 11:00am, I am the only teacher in the classroom for the remainder of the 

day until dismissal and pick up at 3:30pm. 

 The twenty-nine participants for this action research project consisted of elementary 

children, ages nine to twelve.  They were all in the same upper elementary classroom and 

represented fourth, fifth, and sixth grades.  There were 16 boys and 14 girls.  Within this 

classroom population, 12 students were in 4th grade, 13 students were in 5th grade, and 4 were in 

6th grade.  Additionally, out of this group of students, 5 were brand new to Montessori education 

as of that year. 

This classroom is composed of 1 Asian student, 4 Hispanic/Latino students, 3 Multiracial 

students, and 21 White students.  There is 1 student who receives Speech/Language services, 3 

students identified with specific Learning Disabilities, 2 students who are serviced through 504 

plans, 1 student with a documented hearing impairment, and 3 students currently under 

evaluation for learning difficulties. 
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Research Study:  Study Instruments and Methodology 

 

 There were several instruments utilized to collect information from students and parents 

for this study.  These study instruments consisted of a parent questionnaire (Appendix B), 

observation notebook (Appendices C and D), student self-assessment survey (Appendix E) and 

handwork choice chart (Appendix F).  The instruments were designed to be used to collect 

quantitative and qualitative data before, during, and after the six-week study. 

 The parent questionnaire was designed to collect the perceptions of parents regarding 

their child’s assimilation into the classroom environment. 

 This action research project was designed as a six-week study, which included anecdotal 

notes through observation, surveys and questionnaires. 

 

Parent

*Questionnaire

Researcher

*Observation 
Notebook

Student

*Self-Assessment 
Survey

*Handwork 
Choice Chart
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Timeline and Implementation for Instruments 

 For the duration of a one-week timeframe, I used 

my Observation Journal each day to collect data on how 

often children utilized the Practical Life shelves in our 

classroom.  I recorded tally marks to represent the 

number of children who used materials in each area and 

recorded anecdotal notes of what I observed.   

 Additionally, during this one-week timeframe, 

parents were also asked to complete the parent 

questionnaire, which was returned in a confidential 

envelope.   

With parental consent to participate in the study, 29 of 30 students were asked to 

complete a Self-Assessment Survey.  One parent did not provide consent for her child to 

participate in this study.  This survey was comprised of six statements: 

1. I enjoy school. 

2. I am able to work independently and complete my work without extra help.  

3. I believe that I can be successful in all academic areas. 

4. I enjoy opportunities to create things with my hands. 

5. I am able to focus and concentrate on my work without being distracted by others. 

6. I build positive relationships with other children in my classroom. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Sample for Observation Journal 
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The children would complete this self-assessment survey on Weeks 1, 4, and 7.  To 

ensure equality for all, this survey was read aloud to all students and they individually recorded 

their personal responses.  Also prior to implementation, I surveyed the students about their 

preferences and interest levels in Practical Life using the Handwork Choice Chart.  They were 

provided the name of each Practical Life exercise and a verbal explanation of what materials 

were used.  I utilized the same procedure in which the survey was read aloud and children used a 

scale to mark their interest levels. 
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The study plan was to be conducted as follows: 

Table 1 

Study Timeline with Instruments and Tools 

Week Practical Life Activity Tool Study Instrument 

Week 1 

 

Introduction to Handwork 

(sewing a pencil pouch) 

Pre-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 2 

 

Discuss timeline for projects. 

 

Begin handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Observation Notebook 

Week 3 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 4 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Take mid-intervention assessments. 

Mid-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 5 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 6 

 

Complete handwork exercises in sewing, 

knitting, macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 7  Post-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 
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Research Study:  Results 

 This study, designed for six weeks, was not completed due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

school closures that impacted all schools across the United States.  I was not able to execute 

Weeks 3-7; therefore, the data only shows Week 1 and 2. 

 

Table 2 

Weeks Impacted by Pandemic 

Week Practical Life Activity Tool Study Instrument 

Week 3 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 4 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Take mid-intervention assessments. 

Mid-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 

Observation Notebook 

Week 5 

 

Continue handwork exercises in sewing, knitting, 

macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 6 

 

Complete handwork exercises in sewing, 

knitting, macramé, or weaving. 

 

Observation Notebook 

Week 7  Post-Intervention 

Student Self-Assessment 

Handwork Choice Chart 

Parent Questionnaire 
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Pre-Intervention Data Results 

To gather information on the perception that children and their parents had regarding 

their feelings towards self-efficacy, (see above in Methodology section for the rationale of these 

survey statements), I used the parent questionnaire, self-assessment survey, and handwork choice 

chart which were administered at the beginning of this study.  In order to correlate the data from 

parents and students, the questions on the child survey were only slightly modified to be 

presented in the first person. 

• The first statement, “I enjoy school.” was chosen to get an overall feel of how each child 

perceived their existence within a school setting. 

• The second statement, “I am able to work independently and complete my work without 

extra help.” was designed to gather information on how each child ranked their 

independence within the classroom.    

• The third statement, “I believe that I can be successful in all academic areas.” was 

selected to gain a better understanding of a child’s level of self-confidence.    

• The fourth statement, “I enjoy opportunities to create things with my hands.” was chosen 

to explore each child’s personal perception about being creative. 

• The fifth statement, “I am able to focus and concentrate on my work without being 

distracted by others.” was designed to selectively understand each child’s ability to 

exercise self-discipline in the classroom setting.  

• The sixth statement, “I build positive relationships with other children in my classroom.” 

was selected to gather each child’s perception of engaging in social cooperation with 

others.  
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 The parent questionnaire was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  Each child’s parent was asked to respond to each statement regarding their child.  

Some parents marked in between columns, so the lower of the two scores was recorded. 

 

Figure 2 

Parent Questionnaire 

 

 According to the data collected, 25 out of 29 parents expressed that their children enjoy 

creating things by hand.  Having their children enrolled in a Montessori school helps to 

understand the look for a creative outlet.   

 Several parents reported that their children had difficulty focusing on tasks and were 

often distracted by their environment. 

 

 



IMPACT OF HANDWORK AS PRACTICAL LIFE IN UPPER ELEMENTARY  21 

 

 

 The self-assessment survey was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  It was very similar to the parent questionnaire; however, each statement was 

adjusted to fit the first-person perspective.  Each child listened to this survey being read aloud 

and marked their individual responses on their papers.   

 

Figure 3 

Self-Assessment Survey 

 

The majority of children in this study reported that they enjoy creating things with their 

hands and build positive relationships with their peers.  About half of the students surveyed feel 

that they are able to work independently without distractions and are able to complete their work 

without additional assistance.  A little more than half of the class express self-confidence in the 

areas they encounter each day. 
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 The handwork choice chart was modified from a behavior management chart created by 

Lunde (2016).  It provided the various Practical Life tools for children to rate on a scale to reflect 

their interest.  Each child listened to this survey being read aloud and was provided further verbal 

instruction of what this particular tool.  They marked their individual responses on their papers.   

 

Figure 4 

Handwork Choice Chart 

 

 This group of students showed their strong interest in beginning their Practical Life work 

in sewing.  I believe this was due to former introduction to sewing pillowcases using a sewing 

machine during Elementary 1.  No students marked sewing as “not interested”.  There was an 

equal number of students who reported “mostly interested” in macramé and knitting.  Neither of 

these Practical Life exercises have been introduced in the school setting for these students. 
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Intervention 

 In my first week of implementation, all students 

were provided with the opportunity to create their own 

pencil pouches.  Verbal and visual instructions were 

provided in a large group lesson.  Children were then 

given ample time to work on this Practical Life project. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mid-Intervention and Post-Intervention Data Results 

Due to circumstances already provided, I was unable to collect data for mid- and post-

intervention to conclude this study. 

 

Observation Journal Results 

My Observation Tool was modified from the Montessori Assessment Playbook by the 

National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector.  The anecdotal notes for the duration of a 

two-week period of time show that due to the nature of the setup for this classroom environment, 

Figure 4 

Pencil Pouch 

 

 
 

Figure 5 

Example of Macramé 
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there is often congestion in the Practical Life area.  Also, unless children were retrieving 

assigned work, they often did not find themselves interacting with the other Practical Life 

materials. 

 

Limitations and Implications for Further Action 

 The single most important limitation was the COVID-19 pandemic that caused schools to 

close and halt the completion of research.  In addition, there were other limitations that I failed to 

account for in presenting handwork to Upper Elementary students.  First, there were many 

children who were intrigued with handwork in which they had no prior experience or 

fundamental skills that would allow them to work on this independently.  Children who have 

been enrolled in this Montessori school had previous experience with sewing on a machine, but 

not specifically with using a needle and thread.  Second, I was surprised at the number of 

children who all wanted to do the same task with the limited resources provided in the 

classroom.  Finally, I did not take into account the amount of time it would take to get each child 

set up to begin their individual projects.  In the future, if I plan to offer four options, it will be 

beneficial to purchase the materials after gathering the data on which students wanted to pursue 

each area. 

If provided with the opportunity to conduct this study again, I would select only one type 

of handwork to introduce to the students.  It was difficult to manage four different types of 

projects happening concurrently.  Students often needed support and guidance and I was able to 

only provide that in three of the four types of handwork.  With a modification to introducing one 

handwork to all students, it would allow others with experience to help more novice students 

during the introduction.     
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In hindsight, I would have also begun my research in the fall and allowed myself at least 

a three-month timeframe to conduct this research. 

 

Conclusion 

 The results of my study are inconclusive; however, I believe that if given adequate 

amount of time to complete this research study, the data would show that the majority of students 

in the upper elementary classroom would report improvements in all areas.   

The Practical Life aspect is a passion that has become important to me which provides 

the drive to continue to advocate for this area to be a focus for pre-adolescent children.    
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 

Instruments 
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Appendix D 

Observation Notebook:  Pre-Implementation 
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