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Abstract  
 

The purpose of this action research project was to study the implementation of practical 

life skills targeting school-specific skills. This study took place in a Children’s House classroom 

at a public Montessori school located in an urban city in the Midwest. The classroom housed a 

total of 19 students, consisting of pre-k and kindergarten children ranging from the age of four to 

six. Originally constructed as a traditional school, the building itself often inhibits independence 

for the school’s youngest learners. In this study, the researcher sought to increase student 

independence by implementing a serious of “school-specific” Practical Life tasks. The students 

were asked to practice the tasks as a part of their daily work cycle. Students then documented 

their work on Seesaw with their district-issued iPad. Over the course of six weeks, quantitative 

and qualitative data was collected to determine the impact of these activities on student 

independence levels at school. The results of this study indicate that students were capable of 

completing more school-specific tasks independently following the six-week study. The final 

pages of the paper present a thorough analysis of the further research and action steps of this 

study/paper. The paper concludes with some suggestions pertaining to potential opportunities for 

family/educator partnerships. 
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Literature Review 
 

“The greatest gifts you can give your children are the roots of responsibility and the wings of 
independence.” Denis Waitley  

 
Among the most important attributes a child will acquire along their developmental 

journey is the ability to be independent. The Oxford English Dictionary defines the term 

“independent” as “not dependent or having to rely on another for support or supplies.” (1989). 

Teaching the child independence promotes individual resourcefulness, adaptability, and 

problem- solving skills. Such fundamental abilities remain crucial in order to navigate the 

demands of the modern world. In fact, one of the primary goals of school is to accustom children 

to work singularly as an individual, while also learning to work collaboratively with others. Let 

us consider the Common Core State Standards. Developed in 2009, these standards were 

constructed to facilitate continuity amongst schools across the United States. According to the 

Common Core State Standards website, these standards are designed to facilitate career and 

college readiness, promote higher-order thinking skills, and prepare students for “participation in 

a global economy and society” (2010). These standards underline individual and collaborative 

work as a necessary component of the child’s education and a fundamental goal of school. Given 

that the Common Core Standards classify independence and collaborative work as necessary, 

what does independence actually look like in a school setting, and what can educators do to 

support children in becoming independent in the educational setting? 

Children achieve independence through mastery of a series of abilities and skills known 

as “life skills.” The Department of Mental Health World Health Organization (WHO) defines life 

skills as “psychosocial” (1998). Life skills instruction positively impacts mental health and 

promotes a healthier self-image for adolescents. According to a study published in the Indian 

Journal of Positive Psychology, life skills training was found to enhance self-image and reduce 
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the fear of negative evaluation in school-aged adolescents (Sreehari, Varghese & Joseph, 2018). 

In the publication, “Partners in Life Skills Education”, the WHO goes on to highlight practical 

activities requiring physical or perceptual motor skills, referring to these abilities as “practical 

skills” and “livelihood skills'' (1998, p. 3). For example, preparing a glass of water for 

consumption is described as a “practical skill” (1998, p. 3). This skill is considered practical as it 

requires the child to engage their physical being while interacting with objects in their 

environment in a purposeful way.  

The instruction of “livelihood skills” in school is not a new concept. Martin Heggestad of 

Cornell University describes that while the term "home economics” was not widely used until 

the early twentieth century, efforts to teach domestic skills for everyday life go back into the mid 

1800’s. (2020). According to the University of Minnesota’s College of Home Economics 

records, agricultural education and home economics programs were expanded at colleges and 

secondary settings across the United States beginning as early as early as 1914. (2006). The 

initial goal of home economic instruction was to teach and apply scientific principles to 

necessary domestic practices such as child rearing, cooking, and housekeeping (Heggestad, 

2020). While such skills are not traditionally taught during the younger years of a child’s 

education, livelihood skills instruction in the early years remains equally important. Children are 

never too young to learn about interacting with objects in their environment in a purposeful 

manner.  

Developmental Milestones - Ages 4 - 6  

The child must first acquire the necessary physical abilities for long-term independence. 

This level of independence begins with acquiring the necessary physical abilities such as 

walking, crawling, and eating which all stem from control of these major gross and fine motor 
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systems.  Unlike all other mammals, human children are dependent on their mothers for an 

extensive period of their development. This dependency is necessary for the basic physical needs 

for survival including food, movement, sleep, and protection. Significant physical, cognitive, 

social and emotional growth occurs between the ages of four and six years old. The Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) outlines milestones for the child’s movement and 

physical development by the age of four years old. This includes serving food or water to one’s 

self, the ability to unbutton some buttons on clothing, and holding a crayon or pencil between 

one’s fingers and thumb (CDC, 2021). While there are always exceptions when considering 

these milestones, 75% of children are capable of such skills by this age. By the age of six, 

however, children have grown into the developmental phase known as “Middle Childhood.” At 

this point, the child is capable of dressing themselves independently, catching a ball, and tying 

their shoes. (CDC, 2022). Increased emotional independence also becomes a priority, as the child 

focuses more on relationships with peers and their contact with the world outside of their family. 

It is important to consider appropriate developmental milestones when asking children to 

complete tasks independently, as it may be beyond the child’s present abilities. Educators and 

caregivers might consider referencing resources such as the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (NAEYC), as its curriculum promotes developmentally 

appropriate practices grounded in medical practice and scientific findings.  

Fine Motor Development 
 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) defines fine 

motor skills as the use of small muscle movements, such as bending fingers or the wrist (2010). 

Such activities include eating, dressing, and coloring. A child is able to do more things for 

themself when provided with opportunities to practice such tasks. The early mastery of fine 
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motor skills contributes to continued learning in that it helps children navigate writing tools to 

form letters or complete written tasks. Fine motor skills provide children with the foundation to 

succeed in future academic pursuits. Montessori Practical Life activities promote the 

development and strengthening of small muscle groups in the hands and wrists. In fact, Dr. 

Maria Montessori describes in The Absorbent Mind, that “The hands are the instruments of man's 

intelligence” (1969, p. 25). Dr. Montessori understood the vital role the hands play in the 

continued development of the child.  

In a study conducted by Audrey Rule and Roger Stewart and published by the Early 

Childhood Education Journal, researchers examine the effects of Montessori Practical Life 

materials on Kindergarten fine motor skills and describes the importance of the acquisition of 

fine motor skills at a young age as crucial as they are predictive of future academic success (Rule 

& Stewart, 2002, p. 9).  But how do activities, known as works in the Montessori setting, 

compare to more “traditional” fine motor activities in the early childhood setting? In the study 

published by Rule and Stewart, a fine motor pre-test and post-test was given to two sets of 

public-school kindergarten classrooms. The experimental group of kindergarten teachers were 

given Practical Life materials (including tweezers, spoons and tongs) and coached with precise 

steps to teach to the children in their classroom, to be practiced over the course of six months. 

Similarly, the control group of kindergarten teachers were given fine motor activities that do not 

constitute Practical Life. The children in these classrooms also practiced with these fine motor 

activities over a six-month period. Though equal time was spent on fine motor activities, the 

experimental group (using Montessori Practical Life works), out-performed the control group 

(traditional materials) in the posttest measure (Rule & Stewart, 2002). According to Rule and 
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Stewart, it was the type of fine motor activity (tweezers, spoons and tongs) that resulted in an 

increase of fine motor development (2002, p. 9).  

Fine motor development also attributes directly to the child’s sense of self-worth and 

ability. In an article published by Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, a longitudinal 

study on clumsy children found that children exhibiting struggles with fine motor activities such 

as handwriting exhibited increased behaviors, resulting in lower achievements. In fact, some of 

the children included in this study even presented “intense feelings of personal failure” (Losse, 

1991). The results highlighted in this article are significant in that they demonstrate the negative 

effects on children with lower levels of fine motor abilities. Fine motor skills are the foundation 

of the exercises of Practical Life, providing the child with opportunities to develop skills that 

boost their self-esteem. 

Occupational Therapy, Task Analysis & Practical Life  

Occupational Therapy (OT) is a health science in which the individual’s “occupation” 

involves a tool for therapy. The word “occupation” can refer to a range of tools used for 

enjoinment or purpose. According to occupational therapist, Barbara Luborksy in pediatric 

practice, the occupation of the child is play, or what Dr. Maria Montessori referred to as “work.” 

(2014, p. 212). Occupational therapy assists individuals in acquiring functional skills in the areas 

of daily living, fine motor, and gross motor, all of which are encompassed within the area of 

Practical Life.  

There are many commonalities between occupational therapy and the Montessori 

educational philosophy. More specifically, elements of occupational therapy best practices are 

embedded within the area of Practical Life. In her article, Occupational Therapy and 

Montessori— Kindred Spirits: Moving towards a Scientific and Medical Pedagogy, Luborsky 
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explains how Dr. Montessori began her work in education working with institutionalized 

children of varying needs. Her approach was scientific and observation based. After presenting 

children and observing their responses, she modified the materials and presented them again. 

When considering the Prepared Environment, each classroom is designed with the needs of the 

child in mind. The materials are intentionally presented and arranged to be accessible and 

physically proportionate for the child’s use. The child is able to select activities based on their 

interest and their work is self-driven. Similarly, occupational therapy the child is able to select 

intentional activities designed to build skills.  

Montessori education and occupational therapy are also similar in that they include task 

analysis. According to Luborksy, task analysis is when a skill or task is broken down into steps, 

ultimately breaking down the sequence for further adaptations. In traditional Montessori 

Practical Life presentations, each step is exaggerated and modeled for children. Similarly, 

occupational therapists analyze individual task components to see if they need to be modified or 

simplified to support the child in being successful based on individual need. (Luborksy, 2014).  

Luborksy states that the Montessori educational approach incorporates a wealth of 

sequenced challenges for skill development in the areas of sensory, gross and fine motor, 

executive and cognitive, social and language.” (2014, p. 240). In fact, the Montessori materials 

themselves are designed and applied in a way that support therapeutic goals within the 

curriculum. Similar to that of medical professionals, the guide is a trained observer who watches 

the child when completing individual movements and sequenced skills, making changes and 

adaptations as necessary.  

Lastly, the Montessori Children’s House classroom offers frequent integration of fine and 

large body movements. When examining the Montessori environment. Luborsky explains the 
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importance of child-sized chairs and tables, ergonomically designed to ensure the success of the 

child. For example, the table should be low enough so the child can achieve proper arm 

placement while working on the table surface (2014, p. 237). Similarly, chairs should allow 

children to sit with their feet flat on the floor, and their hips and knees creating a ninety-degree 

angle. According to Luborsky, this allows the child to build strength and stability. Furthermore, 

considering fine motor movements and growth, Luborsky describes the importance of fine motor 

skills that are presented in the activities of daily living, Practical Life, and writing. (2014, p. 

231). 

Furnishing Independence  

Educational institutions have historically been designed without considering 

environmental adaptations for children. In her book, Schoolhousing: Planning and Designing 

Educational Facilities, Flora Ida Oritz describes the history and progression of public-school 

building design. According to Oritz, the first American schools were built between 1806 to 1840 

and followed the British Model, consisting of one room. In 1847, the Quincy School 

revolutionized school design by offering multiple classrooms under one roof. Even further 

radical changes resulted in 1874 following the Kalamazoo Court decision, stating that 

communities would be federally mandated to fund elementary and secondary schools (State Bar 

of Michigan, 2016). Common features in schools during this time include parapet walls, high 

ceilings, and central fan and heating systems. Between 1937 and 1947, state governments started 

to become involved in the funding of schools, resulting in further changes such as the increased 

sizes of facilities and additional amenities. A shift from “traditional” school design slowly gained 

traction in the 1950’s, as the emerging field of child development gained recognition. As a result, 
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community and state school planners took the child’s learning development into consideration 

while designing and building new school buildings (Ortiz, 1994).   

There are significant environmental adaptations that can support the child towards 

independence. One such adaptation is the implementation of child sized objects. For example, 

child sized furniture, such as chairs and tables. Now considered standard practice in Preschools 

and early childhood settings, such furnishings were not widely known in the educational world 

until introduced in the early 1900’s by Dr. Maria Montessori in the preschool classrooms 

following her method which were and still are referred to as Children’s House. While often taken 

for granted, adapting the environment for the independence of the child has permeated many 

aspects of modern life. When observing the commercial sphere, accommodations for the child 

are prevalent. For example, when entering the grocery store, many stores will offer carts 

proportionally sized for child use. Shopping carts for adult use often feature a designated spot for 

where a child can sit and sustain themselves while their caregiver shops. Such adaptations also 

fuel the toy industry and furniture industry. Dramatic play areas in schools and child care settings 

frequently feature child sized kitchens with proportionally sized refrigerators, stovetops, cabinets 

and cutlery. Such activities were created for the child to imitate the work of adults, resulting in 

realistic play. Similarly, child sized toilets are preferred in most child care facilities and homes to 

facilitate independence in toilet training. Montessori philosophy, conversely, integrates real food, 

utensils, and brooms, instead of commodified miniatures. For example, Montessori encouraged 

even the youngest children to use real silverware, often made of real steel, rather than the 

lightweight, dramatized plastic utensils now produced and commercialized for play. 
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Today’s Education 

Developed in 2009, the Common Core State Standards ensure educational continuity 

across states. The standards provide guidelines for what each child should know within the 

English language arts and mathematics from kindergarten to grade 12. According to the 

Common Core State Standards website, the standards were designed to prepare students to “enter 

a world in which colleges and businesses are demanding more than ever before” (2022). The 

Common Core state standards do not list any practical skills pertaining to the child’s interactions 

with the outside world. But does a solely academic curriculum truly equip the child with 

meaningful skills for success in school and beyond? Is the ability to identify and describe shapes 

(K.G.5), more important than a child being able to wash their face or dress themselves? This is 

not to say that life skills are entirely lacking from traditional education models. In recent years, 

there has been an increase in teaching professional skills to high school students in tandem to 

academics for future career and college preparation. An example of such a program is the 

Secondary Technical Education Program (STEP). Opened in 2002, STEP is a collaborative 

educational effort between the Anoka-Hennepin School District, the Minnesota State Colleges 

and Universities (MnSCU) system and Anoka County. The school and its various programs 

combine work and academic study, preparing students for their career through internships and 

work experience (Secondary Technical Education Program, 2022). Similarly, CareerSTART, a 

program designed by the Boys & Girls club in central Minnesota, is intended to promote career 

path exploration, development and application of career pathways for students K-12. (2022). At 

the elementary level, educators take opportunities to intentionally teach career readiness skills to 

even the youngest learners. Such instruction includes meaningful exposure to career 

opportunities, and independent skills such as learning how to get ready for class, how to ask 
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questions, and learning how to seek answers when faced with a problem (Boys & Girls Club of 

Central Minnesota, 2022).  

Independence in Montessori Education 

Montessori education encourages children to practice tasks that aid them in becoming 

independent in their daily lives at school and beyond. From a young age, careful time and 

consideration is spent teaching children to develop skills for increased self-reliance in the 

Children’s House. This is an element of Montessori education that makes it unique and 

important, setting it apart from other educational models. As described by Dr. Montessori in The 

Absorbent Mind, “The most important period of life is not the age of university studies, but the 

first one – the period from birth to age 6” (1969, p. 2).  In addition, the Montessori Children’s 

House curriculum emphasizes the importance of developing the whole child, taking physical and 

developmental milestones into consideration. For example, children are taught how to prepare 

food, groom and dress themselves. Such tasks are consistent with the four to five-year old 

milestones outlined by the American Academy of Pediatrics, which state that a child of this age 

should be able to dress oneself (2009). In addition to caregivers, educators should seek 

opportunities to support the child’s physical development in meeting pediatric milestones. 

 
Montessori Connections  

 
“Little children, from the moment they are weaned, are making their way towards 

independence.” - Dr. Maria Montessori 
 

Within the Montessori philosophy, high importance is placed on practical skills and the 

role of independence in the early years of a child’s education. As early as infancy, Montessori 

child-care settings promote the necessary skills of independent self-care. According to K.T. 

Korngold, Director of Montessori Children’s Center in New York, there is no formal Practical 
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Life curriculum. Rather, children are taught “skills of daily living” such as feeding themselves, 

dressing themselves, blowing their own nose, putting themselves to bed, and even diapering 

themselves (personal communication, April 14, 2022). Korngold explains that at the Montessori 

Children’s Center, children in the infant rooms (birth to 18 months) are taught to hold their own 

bottle, eventually feeding themselves. In doing so, the child experiences the literal satisfaction of 

meeting their own physical needs. Similarly, children actively participate in diapering, 

independently retrieving the supplies necessary for this task and standing, rather than lying on 

their back. In the early childhood rooms (18 months to 36 months), children continue the 

development of independence by putting on their own clothing and coats, and drinking out of 

open cups only. The children use real forks, real spoons, and real plates. (K. Korngold, personal 

communication, April 14, 2022) The daily call for independence results in automated skills, 

ultimately preparing the child for Children’s House.  

Upon entering the Montessori Children’s House environment (typically at age three to 

four) the child is formally introduced to Practical Life activities. This work prepares the child for 

functioning within the classroom, known as the Prepared Environment, and aids in future 

academic work. In the article, “Exercises of Practical Life: Introduction and List,” A.M Joosten 

describes how Dr. Maria Montessori, an Italian physician and educator, innovated a series of 

physical tasks for the young child to carry out in their environment to “maintain and restore 

proper conditions” (2014, p. 5). 

The writings of Albert Max Joosten (1914–1980) are heavily referenced in this work. 

According to the North American Montessori Teachers Association (NAMTA), Joosten was one 

of Maria Montessori’s earliest students, playing a large role in the popularization of the 

Montessori education Method. He directed various Montessori training centers and served as a 
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member of the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) International Pedagogical 

Committee. (Joosten, 2016, p. 199).  

 
Order, Concentration, Coordination, Independence (OCCI)  
 
 Each Practical Life work within the Montessori curriculum has a series of learning 

objectives, often referred to as direct aims in Montessori lesson plans. These include order, 

concentration, coordination and independence (also known as OCCI). Self-esteem is an 

additional underlying aim within the Montessori Practical Life curriculum. Practical Life is 

intended to help the child achieve independence. As described in The Absorbent Mind, the 

Practical Life exercises are critical in providing a foundation for success in the classroom and in 

life (Montessori & Johnstone, 1948). When a child completes a physical task independently, they 

are intrinsically rewarded for their efforts. This feeling of success and self-sufficiency fuels 

continued interest, propelling the child to pursue and acquire further skills. As previously stated, 

Practical Life skills play an important role in building the foundation for self-esteem. Self-esteem 

is intrinsically produced as it comes from the individual and their efforts. It is not produced by 

external sources such as praise, incentives, or rewards.  

Order  
Children experience Sensitive Periods of Development as they grow and develop. If a Sensitive 

Period is not identified and cared for, a period of development can be “missed,” resulting in lost 

learning opportunities. One of these sensitive periods as defined by Dr. Maria Montessori in her 

writing, “Six Sensitive Periods,” is the sensitive period for order. Montessori describes that this 

period appears early, typically in the first year of life, and continues into the second year. 

Through the environment, order is apparent to the child through routine, consistency, and 

repetition. The order throughout the environment is then internalized by the child.  
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Concentration 
Practical Life activities in the Children’s House setting contribute to increased concentration and 

focus. When the child completes a Practical Life activity they remain wholly and totally engaged 

in the task at hand (Joosten, 2013, p. 6). This is especially evident when the child has selected an 

activity out of their own will, demonstrating self-knowledge and concentrated effort (Gilder, 

2012). According to pediatric neuropsychologist Steven J. Hughes, the term “executive 

functions” refer to cognitive processes including attention, concentration, organizing, planning 

and self-regulation (Gilder, 2012). Practical Life activities promote executive functions that must 

be in place in order to complete more advanced tasks that require higher level thinking.  

Coordination 
Coordination is yet another skill acquired by the child while completing the exercises of Practical 

Life. Joosten describes the “coordination of movements,” referring to the child’s ability to 

integrate intelligence and movements, working harmoniously together in the service of the 

unique individual to whom they belong (2013, p. 15). Coordination competency can be attributed 

to the ability to coordinate small muscle movements, particularly in the hands. These muscle 

groups are used for dressing, feeding, and manipulating small tools such as a pencil or scissors. 

When a child struggles to utilize these muscles, they are often dependent on others, potentially 

exposing themselves to ridicule and preventing them from meeting the demands of the school 

environment (Rule & Stewart, 2002, p. 9).  

Independence 
Perhaps the most valuable benefit of Practical Life activities in the prepared environment is the 

indirect aim of independence. Within a Montessori lesson plan, an indirect aim refers to what the 

child is practicing or achieving subconsciously while completing an activity. For example, when 

a child is completing the “table washing” work, they are first and foremost learning to care for 

their environment through learning. In fact, the direct aim of this activity is “to clean a 
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worktable” (Carver, K. 2019, p. 212). Unbeknown to the child, however, they are also achieving 

the indirect aims of order, coordination, concentration and independence. The child is practicing 

cleaning their work table so that when a mess presents itself, the child can respond accordingly 

by cleaning the mess without help from external sources, such as a teacher. According to Polli 

Soholt, independence is of vital importance in the development of the child’s personality, as they 

must learn to function by themselves (p. 57). As described in Montessori Life, Practical Life for 

the five-year old child incorporates decision making, troubleshooting and error correction. It 

provides for the collaboration of mind and movement, aligning with internal goals and achieving 

proficiency through repetition (Gilder, 2012).  

Positive Self Image 
 

Practical Life works support the child in developing a positive self-image and gain 

confidence through their intentional movements. When the child completes a Practical Life task, 

they take pride in their accomplishment. This is especially prevalent when the child endures an 

extended period of work to complete a task. According to Montgomery Montessori Institute 

program director Pamela Trumble, “seeing how far one has come and how little is left to 

accomplish gives the self-imposed push to strive forward and accomplish the task” (Gilder, 

2012, p. 28). The mantra, “Help me do it myself” is attributed to Dr. Maria Montessori in her 

lecture, Citizens of the World. (p. 34). This encapsulates the idea that while children are naturally 

striving towards independence, they require supports in place to help them be successful. Once 

the child has achieved the task independently, this confirmation innately contributes to the 

child’s self-image. 

Normalization 
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Normalization is achieved when a child is able to work freely within the Prepared 

Environment. The child exhibits concentration and self-discipline, focusing on individual work 

in a peaceful way. Dr. Maria Montessori describes Normalization as, “the most important single 

result of our whole work” (Montessori & Claremont, 1969). Normalization is a natural process, 

unique to each child. It cannot be achieved in a prescribed period of time. In the article, “The 

Observation Scientist” by Molly O’Shaughnessy, the author stresses Montessori’s theory that 

when certain conditions in the classroom exist, Normalization naturally occurs. As such, it is the 

role of the adult to present the child with work that meet their varying needs. This is achieved 

through “careful, precise, sustained observation.” (2016, p. 58). O’Shaughnessy continues by 

discussing the four stages a child must progress through before achieving Normalization (Stage 

4). In this stage, the child is self-motivated, make choices, concentrates on a higher level, cares 

for the environment, has developed social awareness and is complete independent. (2016, p. 66-

67). Simultaneously, the child will go through three parallel phases, known as the “Levels of 

Obedience,” as described by Montessori. In the first phase, the child is capable of following 

directions, but often fails to do so. The child is working to make sense of the world around them, 

often forgetting directions or not aligning their actions with the intentions of adults. In the second 

phase, the child is in control of their actions and is capable of following a direction from a more 

knowledgeable other. Lastly, in the third stage, the child is eager to follow directions, finding joy 

in obedience and being self-aware of their control. As stated by Dr. Montessori, “The child 

responds promptly and with enthusiasm and as he perfects himself in the exercise, he finds 

happiness in being able to obey” (Montessori & Johnstone, 1948, p. 351). O’Shaughnessy’s 

article also references Montessori’s Three Levels of Obedience, stating that when a child has 
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reached their fourth phase of Normalization, they also present voluntary obedience, described by 

Montessori as the third level of obedience. (2016, p.67) 

Exercises of Practical Life Across Classrooms   

The exercises of Practical Life often look slightly different from classroom to classroom. 

This can be attributed to the needs of the children present within that environment, as well as the 

culture and community of each school. As described by Joosten, Practical Life works should 

reflect the local character of where they are present. Ideally, the tools will also reflect local 

cultural practices dependent on the location and community demographic of the classroom. In 

fact, he clearly states that the tools used within exercises should be recognizable to the child 

(2013). Differentiation amongst Practical Life works in individual classrooms is often necessary, 

but contributes to lower levels of continuity across Montessori Children’s House environments. 

Perhaps even larger gaps exist between teachers who are Association Montessori Internationale 

(AMI) and American Montessori Society (AMS) trained. To learn more about Montessori 

continuity in the primary classroom, Angela Lillard published an article called, What Belongs in 

a Montessori Primary Classroom? Results from a Survey of AMI and AMS Teacher Trainers. In 

this study, Lillard asked trained guides from both the AMI and the AMS to rank the necessity of 

Montessori exercises across all content areas. The survey asked teachers to consider the necessity 

of each Montessori work within the areas of Practical Life, Sensorial, language, math, and 

geography. The results of this survey indicate what materials are highlighted and agreed upon by 

teachers from both AMI and AMS schools across the areas of Sensorial, Practical Life, Math and 

Language (Lillard, 2011). The findings of this study indicate that while there will always be a 

certain degree of inconsistency amongst practical life exercises in the Montessori Children’s 

House, traditional Practical Life works remain one of the most agreed upon content areas when 
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considering continuity across classrooms. Such agreed upon activities included dusting, table 

washing, sweeping, washing hands, and food preparation. (Lillard, 2011, p. 7).  

The Role of the Adult in Exercises of Practical Life  
 
Preparing the Work 
Within the Montessori philosophy, the teacher or supervising adult is referred to as a “guide.” 

The guide plays an imperative role in the proper preparation, presentation and continuation of 

meaningful Practical Life exercises. A.M Joosten describes the role of the adult while preparing 

the exercises of Practical Life in his article, Exercises of Practical Life: Introduction and List. 

Before the child interacts with any practical life activities, it is the responsibility of the adult to 

prepare the work in an intentional way, equipping the child to achieve success and independence 

(Joosten, 2013). For example, the guide should ensure that the placement of the work is 

consistent to provide children with the opportunity to find the work independently. The guide 

should also confirm that all necessary tools are present and intact to prevent frustration or the 

inability to complete the task. In addition to the initial preparation of the work, the guide must 

continually assess the work throughout its duration on the shelf to ensure completeness.  

Tools in the Exercises of Practical Life  
When preparing an exercise of Practical Life, the tools themselves must fit a set of detailed 

criteria. First, the tool must be physically proportionate to the child who will be handling it. The 

child must be able to navigate the instrument purposefully and within his physical capacity. 

Additionally, the psychical properties of the tool should also be considered. The functionality of 

each tool should be easily comprehensible to the child, avoiding unnecessary visual 

complications. For example, Joosten writes, a spoon used in a spooning work should not be 

painted in a decorative manner. Rather, the spoon should remain polished and in its most 

“natural” state. The maintenance on behalf of the adult must also be considered, with vigilance in 
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keeping the work “clean, intact and complete.” Joosten explains the necessity of this as dirty, 

incomplete or damaged materials can deter the child from interacting with them (2013, p. 9). It is 

also important to note that Joosten calls for an independent set of materials for each work. Tools 

should not be borrowed or interchanged from works, but should remain with their intended set. 

Each work is constructed carefully with tools designed for a singular purpose. For example, a 

pitcher used for a dry pouring work should never be taken from the shelf to be used for wet 

pouring. The tools should also be attractive to the child and when possible, displayed in a 

beautiful manner that provokes interaction. As previously stated, the tools used for Practical Life 

activities should be culturally significant, recognizable, and easy for the child to use 

independently. 

Presenting the Work 
The manner in which the guide presents an exercise of Practical Life plays an integral role in the 

way children approach and complete various tasks. According to Joosten, the timeliness, 

repetition and perfection with which a presentation is carried out will determine the extent to 

which a child can apply these skills in their own development (p. 12, 2013). In order to do so, the 

adult must consider the manner in which they do things closely, “relearning” the way in which 

they complete each task and consider the necessary sequential order and movements for the 

betterment of the child’s development. We must consider the manner in which we interact with 

exercises of practical life, as the adult is continually modeling to the child how to interact with 

such works. According to Joosten, intentional presentations are sporadic, and given in response 

to a need. The continued unintentional presentations occur whenever we as adults carry out 

activities while being unknowingly observed by the child. As such, we must serve as a continued 

inspiration through intentional movements and processes, knowing that the “presentation” is not 

over following the initial presentation.  
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Supporting Continued Growth  
 
Though Practical Life activities meet the needs of all children within the Montessori Children’s 

House environment, it is the responsibility of the adult to adjust exercises to meet the call for 

extended challenge and rigor when required by the child’s development. This call for 

differentiation amongst practical life exercises is championed by Polli Soholt in her article, 

Practical Life for the Older Children in the Casa. Soholt speaks to the importance of Practical 

Life works and the call for extended challenges to meet the needs of older children in the 

classroom. She states, “It is a waste of the older child’s time to continue with the basic pouring, 

spooning, and cleaning activities that were mastered long ago” (Soholt, p. 59). While repetition 

is a pillar in the Montessori pedagogy, some older children within the Children’s House 

environment will eventually achieve mastery of their movements, moving subconsciously closer 

to the Second Plane of Development. While doing so, children in this developmental phase 

become more aware of social interactions in the learning environment and develop the ability to 

retain information for longer periods of time. As a result, the children recall directions and are 

even able to convey directions to other children. Soholt explains that the guide should leverage 

such knowledge to better maintain the environment. “These suggestions for the older children are 

meant to trigger other thoughts as to how we can enhance the Practical Life experiences for the 

children who have mastered the basic skills. It is obvious that they will have a continuing interest 

in caring for themselves and their environment, and it is up to the adults to find ways to meet this 

need” (2013, p. 64).   

As adults, it is our role to make modifications to existing Practical Life activities that 

facilitate additional opportunities for independent growth. This might include adding 

supplementary work, or activities outside of the Montessori curriculum, when appropriate. 
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According to Michelle Willard’s article, “What does "Practical Life" look like in the middle-

school years?”, it is the role of the guide and school to present children with opportunities to 

prepare for the handling of everyday tasks they are capable of doing and will be required to do as 

they approach adulthood (Willard, 2003, p. 37). Similar parallels can be drawn at the Children’s 

House level, providing children with relevant, real practical life skills that they may need to 

meaningfully participate in their education and beyond.  

 

Research Questions 
 

The connection between Montessori practical life and independence in the learning 

environment is a crucial component in the development of the whole child. Current research and 

approaches on skills such as order, concentration, coordination, and increased independence are 

deeply rooted in Montessori philosophy. In this study, the researcher integrated a series of practical 

life works targeting school-specific skills that children will practice with the intention of increasing 

their overall independence while at school. 

Primary Research Question  
 
To what extent will practical life works geared towards school-specific skills increase overall 

independence in a public-school Children’s House setting?  

Subsidiary Questions  
 
How often are they completing each work? 
 
Do they need support? If so, how much?  
 
What are they not engaging in? Why? 
 
What do they enjoy doing? Why?  
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Purpose 
 

In this researcher’s experience, young children, ages four to six, are struggling to 

complete necessary tasks independently at school. Teachers, aides and support staff are 

struggling to balance individual need with rich academic opportunities. The purpose of this study 

is to determine if practical life activities in the Montessori Children’s House study can be used as 

a tool for increasing overall independence in the public-school setting. If designed with reality in 

mind and practiced on a regular basis, will practical life works support the child in becoming 

more independent at school?  

The motivation for this project stemmed from a series of observations surrounding 

independence in the school setting. This researcher noticed the need for increased independence 

at school and observed that many of the children who had not yet developed self-sufficiency 

skills were eldest or only children, often dependent on loving or doting family members willing 

to meet their every need. Simultaneously, the researcher also observed physical environmental 

restrictions pertaining to independence in the school environment. For example, some children 

were unable to open doors as they are too heavy and tall. (Figure A). Similarly, other children 

struggled to open their lockers due to lack of strength and coordination in their hands and 

fingers. (Figure A).   
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Figure A  
Environmental Restrictions in Children’s House 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Design and Methodology 
 
Setting and Participants 

This study took place at a public Montessori elementary in a large midwestern city with 

approximately 304,547 residents. Students live and attend school in an urban setting. The 

building has six Children’s House classrooms, seven lower elementary classrooms, and three 

upper elementary classrooms. This study was conducted within a single Children's House 

classroom. All students in the class attend school for the duration of the school day (9:30 AM to 

4:00 PM). This study includes participants from the researcher’s Children’s House classroom. 

The classroom houses a combination of 19 Pre-K and Kindergarten students. Participants range 

from the age of four to six. The class is highly diverse and is comprised of Hmong, Filipino, 

American Indian, Black, White, and multi-racial students. A total of 10 children participated in 

this study. Their ages are included in the table below. 
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The Children’s House classroom featured in this study is housed in a public elementary 

school serving children of varying developmental needs, ranging from age four to six. Built in 

1988, the school was designed to serve elementary students ranging from kindergarten to fifth 

grade. Though remodeled in 1990 as a Montessori school, administrators focused on the 

building's versatility for future use, and chose not to integrate elements of the Montessori 

philosophy, such as child-sized furnishing and functional amenities. In the fall of 1990, 

Children’s House classrooms included full-day kindergarten students and half-day pre-K 

students. Beginning in the fall of 2019, the pre-K program was extended to full day. The overall 

lack of consideration for the young child results in low functionality for the school’s youngest 

learners, who come to the building at the age of four. 

Table 1 

Grade Level and Ages of Children Featured in Study  

Student Age Grade 
Student 1 5 Kindergarten 

Student 2 6 Kindergarten 

Student 3 5 Kindergarten 

Student 4 4 Pre-K 

Student 5 4 Pre-K 

Student 6 5 Pre-K 

Student 7 5 Kindergarten 

Student 8 4 Pre-K 

Student 9 5 Kindergarten 

Student 10 5 Kindergarten 

 

In addition to the children featured in this study, seven early elementary teachers and ten 

family members were surveyed to determine early elementary expectations and to gauge child 

independence levels at home.  

 



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

27 

Procedure  
 

This study took place over an eight-week period and focused on a series of school-related 

practical life skills (Table 1). The ten children participating in this study were present for almost 

the entire duration of this study, and were given consistent work times to pursue the skills 

outlined in this study (1:15 PM – 3:15 PM). The researcher was absent for three days while 

conducting this study, but was able to continue data collection as intended due to the children 

utilizing their iPads and Seesaw to document their work choices during the work cycle.  

Table 1 
School-Related Practical Life Skills Featured in Study   
 

School-Related Practical Life Skills  

Outdoor Apparel  
• Putting on Coat  
• Zipping Coat  
• Putting on hat  
• Putting on mittens/gloves  

Care of Belongings  
• Zipping Backpack 
• Putting items in a backpack/taking out and putting away. 

Use of Technology  
• Opening iPad with Passcode  
• Opening Apps on iPad  
• Seesaw Use  

Meals at School 
• Opening a milk carton  
• Opening a juice cup 
• Opening school lunch packaging (carrots, grapes, etc.) 
• Memorizing lunch pin number  

Rest Time  
• Folding Blanket  
• Putting blanket in bag and zipping the bag closed 
• Rolling up rest mat and putting away  
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The timeline for the procedure of this study is presented below in Table 2. In Weeks 1 and 2, the 

researcher designed a “work” for each of the skills in question and integrated the skills into the 

classroom’s existing practical life curriculum. The researcher then conducted a “pre-test” of 17 

school-related practical life skills with the works created for the duration of the study. (Appendix 

G). Pre-test assessment data was collected and studied to determine the independence levels and 

capabilities of each child participating in the study. (Appendix L). Prior to implementing the 

school related practical life skills in the classroom (Week 3), the researcher also surveyed early 

elementary teachers to determine the necessity of 14 school-related practical skills. (Appendix 

F). Simultaneously, the researcher also surveyed the parents of the children participating in the 

study to learn more about perceived independence levels of their child at home. (Appendix K). 

In Week 3 of the study the researcher introduced the children in the class to each school-

related skill. The researcher gave a presentation of each skill and its intended use to the children, 

similar to the way they would present any other material. Following each presentation, the skill 

was accessible to the children on the practical life shelf to practice during the work cycle (Figure 

1). In the six weeks following, weekly frequency charts (Appendix H) were kept to determine the 

number of times each work was completed by participating children each week. The children 

used their district-issued iPad to photograph their work following completion, aiding in weekly 

record keeping for the study (Figure 2). The researcher also noted any changes in the children’s 

work habits and completion on the frequency charts. After six weeks of data collection, the 

researcher conducted a “post-test” (Appendix L) which featured the same 17 school-related 

practical skills. Pre-test and post-test data was studied to determine any changes in student 

abilities and independence levels. Weekly data collection of work frequency was also evaluated 

to determine any trends in work completion or preferences.  
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The school at which this study took place has created a culture of expected technology 

integration across grade levels. While work plans are not required to be on an iPad, the students 

in this study were already using iPads for a component their daily academic work. Participants 

had already learned how to use their iPad and the Seesaw application to view and complete their 

teacher-selected work prior to completing work of their choice. As a result, the researcher chose 

to integrate this technology into the study as it was already very much a working part of the 

classroom routine and work time expectation. The researcher would like to acknowledge that the 

design of this research project limits free choice, which does not entirely align with the 

Montessori Philosophy. Dr. Maria Montessori stressed the importance of free choice in the 

child’s education and development. As stated by Dr. Montessori in The Absorbent Mind, “free 

choice is one of the highest of all the mental processes.” (1969, p. 271). The researcher would 

like to acknowledge the compromise in the design of the study, which integrates school and 

district culture within the Montessori philosophy. The researcher wishes to stress that the work 

plans featured in this study do not necessarily reflect the element of free choice typically present 

within Montessori Education. This decision was made by the researcher to ensure participation 

and consistent data throughout the six-week study.  

 

Figure 1 
School-Specific Work Samples on Practical Life Shelves  
Opening a Milk Carton, Rolling up a Rest Mat, and Putting on Gloves/Mittens 
 

 

 

 
Figure 2 
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Student Record Keeping Samples 
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Table 2 
Research Study Procedural Timeline  
 

 
Week 1 

• Send out an informed consent form to families and teachers.  
• Acquire any necessary materials  
• Upload informed consent form(s) (Family, Parent, Teacher) 

 
 

Week 2 

• STUDY BEGINS 
• Send out Google Input forms to parents and teachers (Instrument 1 & 2).  
• Prepare school-related practical life works (See chart below) 
• Pre-Test/Post-Test Assessment (Instrument 3) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  

 
Week 3 

• Introduce each lesson/tool (see chart below) 
• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 1 of Data Collection 

 
Week 4 

• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 2 of Data Collection 

 
Week 5 

• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 3 of Data Collection 

 
Week 6  

• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 4 of Data Collection 

 
Week 7  

• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 5 of Data Collection 

 
Week 8  

• Pre-Test/Post-Test Assessment (Instrument 3) 
• Frequency chart (Instrument 4, weekly) 
• Classroom Observation Notes (Instrument 5, ongoing)  
• Week 6 of Data Collection 
• STUDY CONCLUDES 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

32 

Data Results & Analysis 
 

A portion of the data collected in this study reflects the degree of importance of fourteen 

school-related skills that children should be able to complete independently by first grade, 

according to early elementary teachers. These skills are featured below in Figure 1. The teachers 

participating in this study were given a survey listing the fourteen school related skills featured 

in the study. They were asked to describe the necessity of a first grader’s ability to complete the 

skill independently at the beginning of the year as “Necessary,” “Somewhat Necessary,” or 

“Unnecessary.”  For example, does the teacher describe a first grader’s ability to put their coat 

independently as “Necessary,” “Somewhat Necessary,” or “Unnecessary.”  

Table 3  
Independent Skills Featured in Study  
 

Independent Skills Featured in Study 

Putting on Coat  Opening iPad with Passcode 

Zipping Coat  Opening an App on iPad  

Putting on Hat  Sharing Work on Seesaw  

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  Opening a Milk Carton  

Zipping Backpack Opening a Juice Cup 

Putting Backpack in Locker Opening food packaging 

Putting items in a backpack Memorizing lunch pin number  

 
Overall, survey data indicates that the majority of the independent skills included in the 

study were deemed as “necessary” by early elementary teachers. In fact, Figure 3 shows that the 

first eight skills featured in the study rate in the 88th percentile. This includes putting on a coat, 

zipping a coat, putting on a hat, putting on mittens or gloves, zipping a backpack, putting a 

backpack in a locker, and putting items in a backpack. This shows that of the teachers 

participating in the survey, the majority of them find the independent skills featured in the study 

to be consistently important when a child enters the early elementary classroom.  
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Conversely, it is worth noting the few independent skills that were not rated with a high 

degree of importance, rating only in the 50th percentile (see Figure 3). This includes sharing a 

work on Seesaw, opening a juice cup, and opening various school lunch packaging such as 

carrots or grapes. Upon further consideration, the Seesaw application is not used consistently by 

students across early elementary classrooms. Elementary teachers who choose not to utilize this 

application would therefore not consider a child’s ability to apply this tool as valuable or 

necessary. Similarly, opening a juice cup or school lunch packaging might not be viewed as 

“necessary” to the early elementary classroom teacher as they do not supervise lunch for their 

students, as they eat in the cafeteria. If a child is not able to open lunch packaging independently, 

they are able to ask for support from another supervising adult in the cafeteria. As a result, an 

elementary teacher might be more inclined to rate this skill as “somewhat necessary” or even 

“unnecessary” upon entering first grade.  

Figure 3 – Rate of Skill Necessity by Elementary Teachers  
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Skills Key  
Coat Putting on Coat  iPad  Opening iPad with Passcode 

Zipping Zipping Coat  App  Opening an App on iPad  

Hat Putting on Hat  Seesaw  Sharing Work on Seesaw  

Mittens Putting on Mittens/Gloves  Milk  Opening a Milk Carton  

Backpack  Zipping Backpack Juice  Opening a Juice Cup 

Locker Putting Backpack in Locker Packaging  Opening food packaging 

Items  Putting items in a backpack Lunch Pin  Memorizing lunch pin number  

 

In week two of the study, a survey was also sent to families to gather data pertaining to 

their child’s independence at home. Parents were presented with various self-care skills, such as 

dressing themselves in outdoor clothing (see Figure 3). Parents were then asked to rate their child 

as “Independent,” “Partially Independent” or “Dependent when considering their ability to 

complete each skill. Interestingly, data collected from families suggests that they over-estimated 

the independence of their children. In fact, not a single parent rated their child as “dependent” in 

any of the skills surveyed (see Table 4). This suggests that parents believed their child to be 

somewhat capable in completing each of the skills listed independently. However, when 

comparing family survey data to student pre-test data there is a clear discrepancy, as all the 

children in the study were dependent on an adult for at least one of the featured skills (see Table 

5).  

 



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

35 

Table 4- Parent Survey Data  

Question 

How would you describe your child’s 
ability to dress themselves or put on 
outdoor clothing? Example: putting 

on their shoes or coat.  

How would you describe your child’s 
ability to open simple food 

packaging? Example: opening a 
small package of goldfish. 

How would you describe your child’s 
ability to navigate technology when 
on a personal device such as a tablet 

or phone? Example: Opening a 
tablet with a passcode. 

Skill 
Level Independent Partially  Dependent Independent Partially  Dependent Independent Partially  Dependent 

Parent A 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent B 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 
Parent C 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 
Parent D 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 
Parent E 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent F 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent G 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent H 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent I 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 
Totals 7 2 0 5 4 0 7 2 0 

 

Question 

How would you describe your child’s ability to 
store and keep track of their personal 

belongings? Example: Putting personal items in a 
backpack, toy box, closet, etc. 

How would you describe your child’s willingness 
to complete tasks independently? 

Skill Level Independent Partially Dependent Sometimes Never Regularly 
Parent A 1 0 0 1 0 0 
Parent B 0 1 0 0 1 0 
Parent C 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Parent D 0 1 0 1 0 0 
Parent E 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Parent F 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Parent G 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Parent H 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Parent I 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Totals 4 5 0 2 1 6 
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During week 2 of the study, participating children were asked to complete a “pre-test” of 

the 17 skills featured in the study. This was done to assess individual independent levels and 

collect initial data to measure student growth throughout the six-week study. Participants were 

asked to complete each independent skill for the researcher to assess their ability to complete the 

task independently. (See Appendix L). The children were given a rating of “Independent,” 

“Partially Dependent,” or “Dependent” based on their ability to complete each skill. Assessment 

coding was also provided on each student assessment to ensure consistency across student 

ratings. (See Appendix G).  

 
Table 5  
Pre-Test & Post-Test Results  

 
  Pre-Test   Post-Test  

Test Independent Partially 
Dependent Dependent Independent Partially 

Dependent Dependent 
Student 1 15 1 1 17 0 0 
Student 2 13 3 1 17 0 0 
Student 3 5 5 7 9 7 1 
Student 4 5 3 9 11 5 1 
Student 5 12 0 5 15 1 1 
Student 6 5 4 8 10 6 1 
Student 7 12 4 1 17 0 0 
Student 8 1 4 12 3 7 7 
Student 9 12 3 2 16 1 0 
Student 10 9 4 4 13 4 0 

 

Pre-test results indicate that 100% of children were able to complete at least one skill 

independently, but the range of initial independence amongst the ten children varies greatly. For 

example, Student 1 was able to complete 15 tasks independently, while Student 8 was only able 

to complete one task independently. As a whole, the children were still dependent on an adult in 

a combined 50 of the 170 skills assessed in the pre-test.  
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Following the six-week study, children were asked to complete the same assessment as a 

“post-test” to measure any changes in their abilities to complete each skill over the six-week 

study. When comparing pre-test and post-test data, there is a clear decline in the number of 

“Dependent” skills. Post-test data shows that as a whole, the children were less dependent on 

adults, as they were only rated as “Dependent” on 11 of the 170 skills assessed in the post-test. 

The data shown in Table 3, demonstrates an overall shift from “Dependent” to “Partially 

Dependent” or “Independent.” As seen in Table 6, the number of skills in each of these 

classifications is considerably higher in post-test data. In fact, 100% of the children participating 

in the study show an increase in their rating of “independent” when asked to complete the same 

set of skills a second time (see Figure 5).  

Table 6  
Pre-Test & Post-Test Results (Combined Totals) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
Throughout the six-week study, frequency data was collected weekly on each independent skill 

present on the practical life shelves. Each skill assessed on the post-test was present on the shelf 

for children to practice during the afternoon work cycle. Figure 6 below outlines each 

independent task available to children to practice and the frequency with which that task was 

competed each week (Week 1-6). The weekly frequency depicted in the graph in Figure 3 shows 

the general repetition and consistency of work completion for each task. Children were 

completing these each task on a regular basis during the work cycle. However, the data shown is 

not a representation of free choice. The children in this study pursued the works featured in the 

Test Independent Partially 
Dependent Dependent

Pre-Test 89                         31                   50                   
Post-Test 128                       31                   11                   
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study as a result of the teacher, who determines work for their daily work plan. Children are 

expected to complete the work on their work plan before selecting work of their choice. It is 

imperative that children are provided with presentations and opportunities to practice skills that 

teachers believe to be important.  

The children featured in this study have a district-issued iPad that they are expected to 

utilize in the classroom. The decision to integrate technology into this study was made on behalf 

of the researcher as it is an important part of the school culture and expectations in the last year. 

Teachers in the building are expected to teacher children how to use Seesaw in the event of a 

class quarantine or distance learning. Additionally, Seesaw use has been praised for its record 

keeping abilities and as a family engagement tool, as families are able to view the photos their 

children are posting on Seesaw in real-time. In this classroom, Seesaw is used as a 

documentation tool for children to document their daily work. They also have work plans on 

Seesaw, with individualized works assigned to them daily from their classroom teacher. Each 

skill represented on Table 7 was created into a Seesaw activity and assigned to students on a 

daily basis as a part of their work plan during the work cycle (Figure 4). Weekly data collection 

was compiled by the researcher by reviewing student Seesaw activities and keeping a record of 

the number of children participating in the study who completed each task (Table 7).  

Figure 4  
School-Specific Practical Life Seesaw Activity Samples  
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Figure 5 – Frequency of Skill Completion by Week  
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Table 7  
Weekly Work Frequency of Skills Featured in Study 

 
Task Week 1  Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Total 

Putting on Coat  23 32 27 19 23 17 141 
Zipping Coat  21 32 21 15 21 17 127 
Putting on Hat  21 45 38 23 36 25 188 
Putting on Mittens/Gloves  23 36 34 30 37 29 189 
Zipping Backpack 30 42 38 18 30 16 174 
Putting Backpack in Locker 25 27 21 15 19 13 120 
Putting items in a backpack 28 37 26 19 19 13 142 
Opening iPad with Passcode 33 19 0 0 0 0 52 
Opening an App on iPad  33 0 0 0 0 0 33 
Sharing Work on Seesaw  33 0 0 0 0 0 33 
Opening a Milk Carton  41 45 37 40 36 29 228 
Opening a Juice Cup 16 28 15 12 19 12 102 
Opening food packaging 31 37 29 32 42 28 199 
Memorizing lunch pin number  13 9 2 0 0 0 24 
Folding Blanket  29 36 29 22 33 19 168 
Putting blanket in bag & zipping 27 33 25 19 33 19 156 
Rolling up rest mat 25 38 41 29 36 29 198 
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Conclusion of Data Analysis 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine how the implementation of school-specific 

practical life tasks would impact the overall independence of children in the Children’s House 

setting. To investigate this study, the researcher implemented a six-week practical life curriculum 

that featured necessary school-focused skills that would lead to increased independence at school 

when mastered. The study found that the intentional instruction, practice, and repetition of 

school-related practical skills resulted in higher levels of independence across all children 

participating in the study. The study appeared to positively impact the classroom overall by 

instilling a “can-do” attitude when approaching tasks that initially appeared challenging or 

unobtainable. Lastly, the children participating in the study responded generally positively when 

given the opportunity to practice an unmastered skill in a safe and judgment free space. In the 

opinion of the researcher, this study normalized the journey of personal struggle, growth, and 

eventual success. It encouraged all children to increase their self-reliance and overall 

independence.  

It is important to note that the works created for this study were specific to the needs of 

this particular classroom and school building. They are a reflection of the specific needs of this 

classroom and school community. The skills necessary to increase a child’s independence in this 

sitting will differ at each educational institution. It should also be noted that the promotion of 

independence in the early years of a child’s life is not a high priority within each educational 

setting and depends heavily on the philosophy of each school and individual teachers.  

Limitations and Further Steps 
 

To further this study, the researcher would be interested in adjusting the timing of the 

study. Given that this six-week study started in late January, natural growth and development 
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was occurring as the children in the study became further normalized in the classroom and at 

school in general. The researcher would be interested to see if implementing such a study at the 

beginning of the school year (September) would lead to increased independence in students 

earlier on in the academic year.  

When considering student participation in this study, the researcher would be interested 

in implementing strategies to increase child participation, as the study population was only 10 

children. To increase participation, the researcher would consider discussing the study at 

conferences directly with families, potentially even presenting informed consent forms during 

the conversation to reduce the chances of forms being lost in backpacks, forgotten about, etc.   

Due to the high number of instruments, this study included over 400 data points. Moving 

forward, the researcher would consider the amount of time and energy necessary to sustain so 

many instruments. For example, weekly frequency charts. It seems that the time spend collecting 

weekly data could have potentially been spent elsewhere. While relying on students to record 

their own work greatly assisted the researcher in data collection, it does raise questions about the 

quality of student work when being asked to complete a series of tasks independently. When 

assessing some of the photos provided documenting student work, it is unclear how complete or 

accurate each task was, as children were responsible for documenting their work own. In the 

future, this is something the researcher might change to ensure authentic and wholesome practice 

of each skill, rather than children quickly snapping a photo of each task simply to complete their 

work plan and move on to pursue activities of their choice.  

This study did not necessarily reflect free will on behalf of the child, as they were 

ultimately following their individual work plan assigned by the teacher. In further studies, the 

researcher would be curious to see how frequently children would have pursued these school-
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related skills without the implementation of a teacher-led work plan. In future studies, this study 

could be altered by eliminating the restriction of choice. Data collection and overall participation 

in each activity might look very different if participants were not given directives on which 

activities, they needed to complete on a given day during the study. This study was designed 

with a high emphasis on the quantitative data provided through frequency charts and pre/post 

assessments. More specifically, the researcher assumed that the frequency and assessment data 

would show an overall increase in the number of school-related skills that participants were able 

to complete independently. In reality, participant growth and progress throughout the study could 

have been captured or documented in other ways throughout the six-week period, perhaps 

recognizing the less-quantifiable successes within the study.  

In the opinion of the researcher, data collected from this survey did not necessarily reflect 

independence levels at school. When considering family feedback, the researcher now realizes 

that family members would have benefited from concrete examples of “independent,” 

“somewhat dependent,” or “Independent” when rating their child’s ability to complete various 

tasks (Appendix E). In the future, the researcher would consider providing photos or even videos 

depicting examples of each choice. In doing so, families would have had a more consistent 

understanding of what each rating looks like, resulting in more consistent feedback regarding 

independence levels at home. Furthermore, the choice of language could have been simplified or 

changed to produce more accurate survey data. For example, the researcher could have written 

the questions to only have the responses of “Independent” or “Dependent” to remove bias and 

potential ambiguity from answers.  

When reflecting on this study, the researcher believes goals of this study could align 

significantly with a parent education opportunity. As previously mentioned, in the experience of 
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this researcher, many of the children coming to Children’s House are the first child in their 

family to come to school. Parents and family members are often anxious about this transition, as 

they are no longer tending to their child’s immediate needs. To support families in this transition, 

teachers and administration could send messages, videos, or hold informational meetings about 

expectations for independence when coming to school prior to the start of the school year. The 

school could create a series of videos depicting the necessary skills and expectations for 

independence at school. For example, opening a locker, putting objects into one’s backpack, etc. 

To make these videos more impactful and relatable, perhaps the school could feature a child in 

the video completing such skills. Though some of these skills are site-dependent and cannot be 

replicated at home (opening a locker, for example), these videos could raise awareness and 

understanding of what children can do independently at school to care for themselves as a 

member of the school community. It will also present the idea to parents and families that 

children are in fact capable of caring for themselves when presented with intentional 

opportunities to do so. In addition to the videos, teachers could provide families with language to 

use with their child at home to further encourage and normalize independence. For example, “I 

know you can do it yourself,” “you are so independent,” etc. In the opinion of this researcher, 

this study paves the way for future partnerships with parents and families to prepare their child 

for independence at school.  

This study affirmed the importance of action-driven Practical Life skills. Children need to 

be granted the opportunity to practice relevant, real independent skills that are being asked of 

them at school. While traditional Practical Life are presented on a tray and intended to be 

completed on a table or a rug, this study explores the possibility that Practical Life might extend 

beyond the walls of the classroom. For example, walking to the drinking foundation to get a 
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drink, walking up the stairs and back, etc. Such activities provide children with relevant exposure 

to necessary school-related skills that increase overall independence in the public-school setting.  

In the opinion of this researcher, the memorable successes of this study were watching 

the children execute the skills they were practicing from the shelves in reality. The joy and self-

gratification the children experienced completing a skill independently cannot be qualified. The 

most significant impacts of this study were in fact experiential rather than data-driven. For 

example, one participant, Will, is a four-year-old boy who came to school unable to open his 

own milk carton for breakfast and lunch. This was mostly due to his lack of fine motor strength 

and overall lack of large-muscle coordination. Will asked for daily assistance with this skill at 

the beginning of the year. Throughout the duration of the study, Will demonstrated persistence in 

practicing opening his milk carton independently during meals and as a work on the practical life 

shelf. In Week five of the study, Will called the researcher over and excitedly shared that he had 

been able to open his milk carton independently. (Figure 8). Will’s sense of personal 

achievement was evident. This is a perfect example of how the exercises of practical life were 

designed to aid children in building self-esteem. As stated by Angela Lillard, “Although the 

[Practical Life] exercises are skill-oriented in the sense that they involve washing a table of 

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, independent, and self-esteem through 

concentration on a precise and complete cycle of activity.” (p. 71). Through such tasks, the child 

has an opportunity to build belief in their own abilities, positively impacting their intrinsic view 

of themself. (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8  
 
Samples of Student Success Throughout Study  
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Appendix B 
 

 
 

 
 

Informed Consent for Research Participation 
 

IRB # FY2021-196    IRB Approval Date: 12-21-2021 
 
Study Title: Johnson.k.Practical Life: Reality in Early Childhood 
 

Researcher Names Department Contact Information 
1.Kat Johnson 
2.Kateri Carver  
 

TED 
TED 

 kathryn.johnson-1@my.uwrf.edu 
 kateri.carver@uwrf.edu 

 
We are asking for your child to participate in our research study.  Participation is voluntary and you may stop at any 
time. If you choose not to participate or stop participating, there will be no negative consequences to you or your child. 
Participating or not will not change anything about your relationship with the researchers or our school.  
 

Overview of the Research  
 

Purpose of the Study The purpose of this study is to determine if practical life activities in the 
Montessori Children’s House study can be used as a tool for increasing overall 
independence in the public-school setting. If designed with reality in mind and 
practiced on a regular basis, will practical life works support the child in 
becoming more independent at school?  

What will your child be asked to 
do? 

Participate in a Pre/Post Practical Life Assessment. Children not participating in 
the study will have equal access to the featured practical life activities as those 
participating in study. However, data pertaining to the child's engagement with 
the activity will not be collected as a part of the study. 

Amount of time it will take your 
child to participate 

Approximately 1-3 minutes per practical life task. We expect children to 
participate in approximately 4-8 tasks throughout the assessment week.  

Risks to your child if you choose to 
participate 

The risks are minimal, but could include: student frustration when asked to 
complete practical life tasks independently such as: putting away personal 
belongings in a locker, opening a milk carton, etc.   

What we will do to reduce the 
risks 

The adults in the classroom will mitigate risks by paying special attention to 
student frustration levels while completing the requested tasks independently. 
Support, a break, or an alternative activity will be provided if necessary.  

Benefits to your child if you 
choose to participate 

Your child could experience higher levels of independence at school, resulting in 
higher levels of confidence and contribute to increased academic time.  

Compensation offered to you for 
participating 

None 

  
 

Confidentiality and Data Protection 
 

Who will see my child’s 
answers/information? 

The researcher is the only individual who will have access to student data. 

Where will my child’s answers/ 
information be stored? 

The data will be saved on the researcher’s computer, which is password 
protected and remains in close physical proximity to the researcher. The 
computer remains in the classroom with the teacher during the school day and 
comes home at night.  
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Appendix C 
 

 
 

 

Informed Consent for Research Participation 
 

IRB #: FY2021-196     IRB Approval Date: 12-21-2021 
 
Study Title: Johnson.k.Practical Life: Reality in Early Childhood 
 

Researcher Names Department Contact Information 
1. Kat Johnson 
2. Kateri Carver  
 

TED 
TED 

kathryn.johnson-1@my.uwrf.edu 
kateri.carver@uwrf.edu 

 
We are asking for you to participate in our research study. Participation is voluntary and you may stop at any time. If you 
choose not to participate or stop participating, there will be no negative consequences to you. Participating or not 
participating will not change anything about your relationship with the researchers or our school.  
 

Overview of the Research 
 

Purpose of the Study The purpose of this study is to determine if practical life activities in the 
Montessori Children’s House study can be used as a tool for increasing overall 
independence in the public-school setting. If designed with reality in mind and 
practiced on a regular basis, will practical life works support the child in 
becoming more independent at school?  

What you will be asked to do Participate in parent survey via Google Forms. 
Amount of time it will take you to 
participate 

Approximately 3 minutes.  

Risks to you if you choose to 
participate 

The risks are minimal, but could include: possible uneasiness or discomfort 
when commenting on your child’s ability to complete practical life tasks such as 
dressing themselves.  

What we will do to reduce the 
risks 

Participants are able to discontinue the survey at any time.  

Benefits to you or others if you 
choose to participate 

Your feedback will benefit the researcher as it will increase their understanding 
of expectations in the early elementary setting.  

Compensation offered to you for 
participating 

None. 

  
 

Confidentiality and Data Protection 
 

Who will see my 
answers/information? 

The researcher is the only individual who will have access to survey data. 

Where will my answers/ 
information be stored? 

The data will be saved on the researcher’s computer, which is password 
protected and remains in close physical proximity to the researcher. The 
computer remains in the classroom with the researcher during the school day 
and comes home at night. 

How will my answers /information 
be protected? 

The researcher will keep all survey data on a password protected computer. No 
identifying information will be included in the data analysis.  
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Appendix D 

 

 

 

Informed Consent for Research Participation 
 

IRB #: FY2021-196    IRB Approval Date: 12-21-2021 
 
Study Title: Johnson.k.Practical Life: Reality in Early Childhood 
 

Researcher Names Department Contact Information 

1. Kat Johnson 

2. Kateri Carver  

 

TED 

TED 

kathryn.johnson-1@my.uwrf.edu 

kateri.carver@uwrf.edu 

 
We are asking for you to participate in our research study. Participation is voluntary and you may stop at any time. If you 
choose not to participate or stop participating, there will be no negative consequences to you. Participating or not 
participating will not change anything about your relationship with the researchers or our school.  
 

Overview of the Research 
 

Purpose of the Study The purpose of this study is to determine if practical life activities in the 
Montessori Children’s House study can be used as a tool for increasing overall 
independence in the public-school setting. If designed with reality in mind and 
practiced on a regular basis, will practical life works support the child in 
becoming more independent at school?  

What you will be asked to do Participate in teacher survey via Google Forms. 

Amount of time it will take you to 
participate 

Approximately 3 minutes.  

Risks to you if you choose to 
participate 

The risks are minimal, but could include: possible uneasiness or discomfort 
when commenting on your student’s ability to complete practical life tasks such 
as dressing themselves.  

What we will do to reduce the 
risks 

Participants are able to discontinue the survey at any time.  

Benefits to you or others if you 
choose to participate 

Your feedback will benefit the researcher as it will increase their understanding 
of expectations in the early elementary setting.  

Compensation offered to you for 
participating 

None. 
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Appendix E 

 
Johnson.k Practical Life Study 
 
Instrument 1. Parent Survey 
 
IRB: ____________ 
 
Note: These questions will be delivered digitally via Google Form.  
 

Parent Survey Questions 
 
Survey Answer Coding: 
Independent 
(I) 

The child is able to complete the task with no support from external sources, 
such as an adult or peer.  

Partially 
Independent 
(P) 

The child is partially able to complete a portion of the task, but requires 
external support from an adult or peer. Example: The child can put their arm 
in one sleeve of their coat without support, but requires an adult to help them 
with the other arm.  

Dependent (D) The child is unable to complete the task without the help from external 
sources.  

 

1. How would you describe your child’s ability to dress themselves or put on outdoor clothing? 
Example: putting on their shoes or coat.  

(Select one answer):  Independent, Partially Independent, Dependent  

2. How would you describe your child’s ability to open simple food packaging? Example: 
opening a small package of goldfish.  

(Select one answer):  Independent, Partially Independent, Dependent  

3. How would you describe your child’s ability to navigate technology when on a personal 
device such as a tablet or phone? Example: Opening a tablet with a passcode. 

(Select one answer):  Independent, Partially Independent, Dependent  

4. How would you describe your child’s ability to store and keep track of their personal 
belongings? Example: Putting personal items in a backpack, toy box, closet, etc.  

(Select one answer):  Independent, Partially Independent, Dependent  

5. How would you describe your child’s willingness to complete tasks independently?  
(Select one answer): Regularly, Sometimes, Never  
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Appendix F 

Johnson.k Practical Life Study 
 
Instrument 2. Informed Consent. Teacher Survey 
 
IRB: ____________ 
 
Rate each skill based on necessity in the early elementary (E1) classroom setting. Place an “x” in the appropriate 
column to rate a skill as “Necessary,” “Somewhat Necessary,” or “Unnecessary.”  
 

Skill  Necessary Somewhat 
Necessary 

Unnecessary 

Outdoor Apparel  
   

Putting on Coat  
   

Zipping Coat  
   

Putting on Hat  
   

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  
   

Care of Belongings  
   

Zipping Backpack 
   

Putting Backpack in Locker 
   

Putting items in a backpack/taking out and putting away 
   

Use of Technology  
   

Opening iPad with Passcode 
   

Opening an App on iPad  
   

Sharing Work on Seesaw  
   

Meals at School 
   

Opening a Milk Carton  
   

Opening a Juice Cup 
   

Opening school lunch packaging (carrots, grapes, etc.) 
   

Memorizing lunch pin number  
   

Teacher Feedback 
   

Do you have any comments or feedback regarding practical life 
skills or the necessity of independence in E1? 
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Appendix G 

 
Johnson.k Practical Life Study 
 
Instrument 3 Pre/Post Practical Life Skill Assessment 
 
IRB: ____________ 

Pre/Post Practical Life Skill Assessment  
Directions: To maintain confidentiality, fill in the child’s assigned number and the date. Take 
the child to a quiet space in the room to complete the assessment individually. Using the 
assessment fields provided below, rate the child’s ability to complete each task using the coding 
below. Place a check in the box to code the child as Independent (I), Partially Independent (P), or 
Dependent (D) in each task.  
 
Child’s Number: __________          Date: __________  
 
Circle: Pre-Test or Post-Test  
 
Assessment Coding:  
Independent 
(I) 

The child is able to complete the task within a reasonable amount of time 
with no support from external sources, such as an adult or peer. 

Partially 
Independent 
(P) 

The child is partially able to complete the task, but requires external support 
from an adult or peer and/or extended time. Example: The child can put their 
arm in one sleeve of their coat without support, but requires an adult to help 
them with the other arm.  

Dependent 
(D) 

The child is unable to complete the task without the help from external 
sources and/or unlimited time. 

 
EXAMPLE:  

Task I  P D Comments 

Outdoor Apparel  
    

Putting on Coat  x 
   

Zipping Coat  
 

x 
 

Needed assistance catching zipper. 

Putting on Hat  x 
   

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

  
x 
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Practical Life Tasks 
 

Task I  P D Comments 

Outdoor Apparel  
    

Putting on Coat  
    

Zipping Coat  
    

Putting on Hat  
    

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  
    

Care of Belongings  
    

Zipping Backpack 
    

Putting Backpack in Locker 
    

Putting items in a backpack/taking out and putting 
away 

    

Use of Technology  
    

Opening iPad with Passcode 
    

Opening an App on iPad  
    

Sharing Work on Seesaw  
    

Meals at School 
    

Opening a Milk Carton  
    

Opening a Juice Cup 
    

Opening school lunch packaging (carrots, grapes, etc.) 
    

Memorizing lunch pin number  
    

Rest Time  
    

Folding Blanket  
    

Putting blanket in bag and zipping the bag closed 
    

Rolling up rest mat and putting away  
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Appendix H 
Johnson.k Practical Life Study 
 
Instrument 4. Frequency Chart 
 
IRB: ____________ 
 

Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart (Weekly) 
Directions: This form will be used by the researcher. At the end of the week the researcher will 
review student work using the school’s record keeping Seesaw app and quantify the number of 
interactions the child has with each task. The researcher will use the comment box for noting 
incomplete work, analyzing student work completion, etc.  
 
Week of: ________________________ 
 

Task Work Frequency Comments  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  
  

Zipping Coat  
  

Putting on Hat  
  

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  
  

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 
  

Putting Backpack in Locker 
  

Putting items in a backpack/taking out and putting away 
  

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with Passcode 
  

Opening an App on iPad  
  

Sharing Work on Seesaw  
  

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk Carton  
  

Opening a Juice Cup 
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Opening school lunch packaging (carrots, grapes, etc.) 
  

Memorizing lunch pin number  
  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  
  

Putting blanket in bag and zipping the bag closed 
  

Rolling up rest mat and putting away  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

59 

Appendix I 
 

Johnson.k Practical Life Study 
 
Instrument 5. Classroom Observation Notes 
 
IRB: ____________ 
 

Classroom Observation Notes 
Directions: Adults in the classroom (Lead Teacher, TA, etc.) will log observations pertaining to 
the tasks below. Reproduce this form as needed. Notes can include student initials or assigned 
number as well as notes related to independence, repetition, etc.  
 

Task Date Notes 

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  
  

Zipping Coat  
  

Putting on Hat  
  

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  
  

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 
  

Putting Backpack in Locker 
  

Putting items in a backpack/taking out and putting away 
  

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with Passcode 
  

Opening an App on iPad  
  

Sharing Work on Seesaw  
  

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk Carton  
  

Opening a Juice Cup 
  

Opening school lunch packaging (carrots, grapes, etc.) 
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Memorizing lunch pin number  
  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  
  

Putting blanket in bag and zipping the bag closed 
  

Rolling up rest mat and putting away  
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Appendix J 
 

E1 Teacher Survey Data 
 

Teacher Teacher A Teacher B 
Teacher 

C 
Teacher D Teacher E Teacher F Teacher G Teacher H 

Putting on a 
coat 

Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary 

Zipping a coat  Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 

Putting on a hat  Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 

Putting on 
mittens or 

gloves 
Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 

Zipping a 
backpack 

Somewhat  Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary 

Putting a 
backpack in a 

locker 
Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 

Putting items in 
a 

backpack/taking 
out and putting 

away 

Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 

Opening an 
iPad with a 
passcode 

Somewhat  Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary 

Opening an app 
on an iPad  

Somewhat Somewhat  Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary 
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Documenting 
work on 
Seesaw  

Necessary Somewhat  Necessary Somewhat  Necessary Somewhat  Unnecessary Necessary 

Opening a milk 
carton  

Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary Somewhat  Somewhat  Necessary 

Opening a juice 
cup 

Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat  Necessary Somewhat  Somewhat  Somewhat  

Opening school 
food packaging  

Necessary Necessary Necessary Somewhat Necessary Somewhat Unnecessary Somewhat  

Memorizing a 
lunch pin 
number  

Unnecessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Necessary Unnecessary Necessary 
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  E1 Teacher Survey Data, Continued 

 

Teacher Do you have any comments or feedback regarding practical life 
skills or the necessity of independence in E1? 

E1 Teacher A 

I haven't found that students are unable to open milk, juice or food 
items this year but those are necessary skills. Other practical life skills 
I would add include using a glue stick (opening, twisting, putting the 
cap back on), putting papers into a folder and putting items into a 
cubby: paper, pencil boxes, notebooks, folders, markers. 

E1 Teacher B 

Practical life is such an important skill for children to learn. Teaching 
these skills in CH will help children become more independent at 
school and at home. Children should learn the skills above and feel 
comfortable doing them on their own by the time they get to E1. This 
will ultimately help children become more independent in the 
classroom. A lot of the skills listed above are basic needs that children 
should learn how to do so they can care for themselves. 

E1 Teacher C 

Some practical life skills practice in E1 include: care for self, clean-up 
after self such as eating breakfast, snack and workspace, wash hands 
and face, blow nose, tie shoes, care for the environment, washing 
snack bowls, sweeping, dusting, organizing cubbies/shelves.  

E1 Teacher D 

It makes transitioning to E1 much smoother when students coming 
from CH have the indicated practical life skills. It helps them get 
started with their work days easier and more quickly to optimize 
learning time. These skills also help teachers not need to allot extra 
time for beginning and end of day routines as well as breakfast 
routines so that teaching can happen sooner and continue longer before 
going home. An extra 5-10 minutes of instruction a day adds up 
quickly throughout the year! 

E1 Teacher E 

Students that are given grace and courtesy lessons, time to practice 
practical life skills, and time to do it on their own allows them to work 
towards being an independent learning. The environment that is 
prepared and set up to meet the child will help guide them to be 
successful in our school community.  

E1 Teacher F No Response 

E1 Teacher G 

Many skills are at least somewhat necessary due to the number of 
children and lack of adult support for our classrooms.  Memorizing a 
lunch pin number is no longer necessary if we continue to use the scan 
cards otherwise it would be somewhat necessary. 

E1 Teacher H No Response 
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Appendix K 
 

Parent Survey Data 
 

Question Parent A Parent B Parent C Parent D Parent E Parent F Parent G Parent H Parent I 

How would you 
describe your 

child’s ability to 
dress themselves or 

put on outdoor 
clothing? Example: 

putting on their 
shoes or coat.  

Partially  Partially  Independent Independent Independent Independent Independent Independent Independent 

How would you 
describe your 

child’s ability to 
open simple food 

packaging? 
Example: opening 
a small package of 

goldfish. 

Independent Partially  Partially  Partially  Independent Independent Independent Independent Partially  
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How would you 
describe your 

child’s ability to 
navigate 

technology when 
on a personal 

device such as a 
tablet or phone? 

Example: Opening 
a tablet with a 

passcode. 

Independent Partially  Independent Partially  Independent Independent Independent Independent Independent 

How would you 
describe your 

child’s ability to 
store and keep 
track of their 

personal 
belongings? 

Example: Putting 
personal items in a 
backpack, toy box, 

closet, etc.  

Independent Partially  Partially  Partially  Independent Independent Partially  Independent Partially  

How would you 
describe your 

child’s willingness 
to complete tasks 
independently? 

Sometimes Partially  Regularly  Sometimes Regularly  Regularly  Regularly  Regularly  Regularly 

 
 
 
 
 
 



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

66 

Appendix L 
Pre-Test & Post Test Practical Life Assessment Data 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Test Independent Partially 
Dependent Dependent Independent Partially 

Dependent Dependent

Student 1 15                         1                     1                     17                     -                 -                 
Student 2 13                         3                     1                     17                     -                 -                 
Student 3 5                           5                     7                     9                       7                     1                     
Student 4 5                           3                     9                     11                     5                     1                     
Student 5 12                         -                 5                     15                     1                     1                     
Student 6 5                           4                     8                     10                     6                     1                     
Student 7 12                         4                     1                     17                     -                 -                 
Student 8 1                           4                     12                   3                       7                     7                     
Student 9 12                         3                     2                     16                     1                     -                 
Student 10 9                           4                     4                     13                     4                     -                 

Pre-Test Post-Test
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Appendix M 

Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Raw Data – Week 1 
 
Week of: January 17 - 21 
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  23 Children use their own jackets to practice this skill.  

Zipping Coat  21 All the children participating in the study are able to put 
their coat on, though many need support zipping their 
coat from an adult. We ask them to try it themselves 
first before assisting them.  

Putting on Hat  21 Children use their own hat to practice this skill. This 
appeared to be the easiest task for children to complete 
independently.  

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

23 Many of the children are able to put one glove on, but 
struggle when putting on the second one. 

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 30 The majority of the children can complete this task, but 
struggle with zipping the backpack when it is full.  

Putting Backpack in 
Locker 

25 Some of the children completing this work require the 
supervision of an adult, as they were off task in the 
hallway.  

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out 
and putting away 

28 The children appear to enjoy this work. When they are 
done putting items in the practice backpack many of 
them choose to practice putting the practice backpack in 
the practice locker.  

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with 
Passcode 

33  All of the children who are using their iPad to document 
their work are completing this task on a daily basis, 
often multiple times a day. It is becoming second nature 
to many of them. Some of the children who are not 
using their iPads for their work plan (mostly pre-k 
students) do practice this skill as a standalone work.  
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Opening an App 
on iPad  

33 This work ended up being somewhat redundant, as the 
children are opening the Seesaw app to record their 
work daily. They are learning quickly and appear 
comfortable navigating their iPad to find the app and 
have been using it appropriately thus far. 

Sharing Work on 
Seesaw  

33 Similarly, children do not need to practice this as a 
stand-alone work as they are practicing this skill 
multiple times a day during work time while recording 
their work. The three activities in the technology 
category have been completed simultaneously with 
some adult support.  

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk 
Carton  

41 This work has been very popular. Many children needed 
to wait for the milk carton work to become available. 

Opening a Juice Cup 16 The availability of this work is limited as it is dependent 
on the number of juice cups, we have available on a 
given day. Some days, this work is not available to 
children due to the lack of juice cups.  

Opening school 
lunch packaging 
(carrots, grapes, etc.) 

31 This work is variable in that the packaging differs  

Memorizing lunch 
pin number  

13 This work hasn’t appeared very popular, perhaps as it 
isn’t a part of their daily activities. The children also 
don’t appear overly engaged with the “pretend” buttons. 
Engagement could be higher with this work if they had 
an actual pin pad to practice on.  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  29 The kids seem to enjoy this work as it is a “big” work 
and requires many of them to crawl and work on the 
floor.  

Putting blanket in 
bag and zipping the 
bag closed 

27 Many of the children needed reminders to actually fold 
the blanket, as they were just shoving it into the bag.  

Rolling up rest mat 
and putting away  

25 Some of the children were having a difficult time rolling 
up the actual rest mats, so we added a second mat and 
cut it smaller.  
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Appendix N 
Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Data – Week 2 

 
Week of: January 24 - 28 
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  32 
 

Zipping Coat  32 Many of the children are still unable to complete this 
task independently and need to ask an adult for help. 
We have started requesting that they ask a friend to help 
them for peer teaching. 

Putting on Hat  45 Many kids have realized that this work is very easy and 
fast. They also now recognize this work allows them to 
step into the hallway. Some of the children handle this 
responsibility better than others. Two children in 
particular now must ask an adult to complete this work 
before going into the hallway.  

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

36 We have noticed a decline in the children asking us for 
help with this work. It is also becoming very obvious 
who is able to complete this work and have moved 
beyond this task.  

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 42 We added a second “practice backpack” that is smaller 
and allows the children to practice this isolated skill 
(zipping) without becoming distracted by the contents 
of the backpack.  

Putting Backpack in 
Locker 

27 We have had to review hallway expectations for this 
work.  

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out 
and putting away 

37 Children have needed reminders to take ALL the 
contents out of the backpack when completing this 
exercise. Some of them only take a few items out when 
practicing.  

Use of Technology  
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Opening iPad with 
Passcode 

19 This work has become obsolete as so many of the 
children are now able to open their iPad. Few children 
need practice with this skill.  

Opening an App on 
iPad  

0 N/A - We have decided to remove this work from the 
shelf as all children are capable of locating approved 
apps on their iPad. No further practice is necessary.  

Sharing Work on 
Seesaw  

0  N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are capable of opening an app on their iPad. 

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk 
Carton  

45 Children have required reminders to close the milk 
cartons before returning the tray to the self.  

Opening a Juice Cup 28 Some children want to remove the entire foil from the 
top of the juice cup, making it more challenging for 
them to complete this task independently. We are 
encouraging children to only pull the foil back a little 
bit to avoid spills.  

Opening school lunch 
packaging (carrots, 
grapes, etc.) 

37 In addition to practicing this work from the shelf, we 
are encouraging all children to try opening their own 
snack at snack time. Once we have watched them try, 
we demonstrate how to open the package while opening 
it for them. For example: a pouch of fruit snacks.  

Memorizing lunch 
pin number  

9 Our class TA has been approaching children who are 
not doing anything or are off task to practice this skill. 
Few children are pursuing it independently from the 
shelf.  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  36 
 

Putting blanket in bag 
and zipping the bag 
closed 

33 Some of the children become frustrated with putting the 
blanket in the bag and have started leaving the blanket 
on top of the plastic bag on the shelf. (See image).  

Rolling up rest mat 
and putting away  

38 This work remains popular amongst students but is 
often left on the floor. We are reminding children to put 
the mats back on the shelf when they are done. We were 
discussing adding a tray so that the children treat this 
task like any other shelf work, but we are unsure if they 
will be able to carry it.  
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Appendix O 
Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Data – Week 3 

 
Week of: January 31 - February 4 
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  27 
 

Zipping Coat  21 Some of the children have started to put on their coats, 
but won’t zip them or ask for help zipping them. We 
are reminding children to ask a friend if they need help 
zipping their coat.  

Putting on Hat  38 
 

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

34 Children who are competent at this skill continue to 
pursue the work from the shelf. We have discussed 
putting out a second work, gloves, to increase the 
difficulty for those who are clearly beyond putting on 
a pair of mittens.  

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 38 A child has been filling the practice backpack with 
assorted materials from the room.  

Putting Backpack in 
Locker 

21 Some children have started to skip this portion of the 
work after filling the backpack. More specifically, 
child #8.  

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out 
and putting away 

26 Child #3 and #4 have been leaving their boots on the 
floor outside of their locker while completing this 
activity. We are providing them with verbal reminders 
to place ALL belongings in their lockers.  

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with 
Passcode 

0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of opening up their iPad with 
a passcode.  



PRACTICAL LIFE WORKS TARGETING SCHOOL-SPECIFIC SKILLS 
 

72 

Opening an App 
on iPad  

0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are capable of opening an app on their iPad. 

Sharing Work on 
Seesaw  

0  N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of sharing a work on 
Seesaw. 

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk 
Carton  

37 Several children need reminders to place the milk 
cartons upright upon returning them to the shelf.  

Opening a Juice Cup 15 Due to the school menu, fewer juice cups were 
distributed for practice.  

Opening school lunch 
packaging (carrots, 
grapes, etc.) 

29 We have further engaged students in this work by 
adding fruit snacks and goldfish to the shelf to 
increase interest in opening the snack.  

Memorizing lunch pin 
number  

2 We are questioning the relevancy of this work as 
children are not applying the skill on a regular basis.  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  29 I asked my TA to give a second presentation of this 
lesson to a group of children who are continuing to 
shove the blanket in the bag without folding it.  

Putting blanket in bag 
and zipping the bag 
closed 

25 Many children continue to ask for help with this task. 
We have asked that they ask a friend for help if they 
are unable to complete the task independently.  

Rolling up rest mat 
and putting away  

41 The ease of this task results in continued interest. All 
the children are able to complete this task 
independently. We have added a tray for this work so 
it can be carried to a work station or spot on the floor. 
(See image).  
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Appendix P 
Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Data – Week 4 

 
Week of: February 7 -11  
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  
*Classroom teacher absent 2/10, 2/11 

Outdoor Apparel  
 

  

Putting on Coat  19 Students were limited in choosing this work due to 
having a guest teacher. Children were not allowed to 
leave the classroom to complete these works due to 
the classroom teacher’s absence. 

Zipping Coat  15 Participation in this skill was consequently lower due 
to low participation in the previous activity/skill.  

Putting on Hat  23 The children were limited in their opportunities to 
pursue this work as they were not allowed in the 
hallway for a portion of the week.  

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

30 Given that this work is on the shelf, participation in 
this activity remained high. However, there is still a 
noticeable drop in participation from the previous 
weeks. Likely due to classroom teacher’s absence. 

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 18 One student has been filling the practice backpack 
with assorted materials from the room.  

Putting Backpack in 
Locker 

15 Some children have started to skip this portion of the 
work after filling the backpack.  

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out and 
putting away 

19 
 

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with 
Passcode 

0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of opening up their iPad 
with a passcode independently.  

Opening an App on 
iPad  

0 N/A 
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Sharing Work on 
Seesaw  

0 N/A 

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk Carton  40 
 

Opening a Juice Cup 12 
 

Opening school lunch 
packaging (carrots, 
grapes, etc.) 

32 
 

Memorizing lunch pin 
number  

0 We removed this work from the shelf due to low 
interest and lack of necessity.  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  22 
 

Putting blanket in bag 
and zipping the bag 
closed 

19 
 

Rolling up rest mat and 
putting away  

29 
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Appendix Q 
Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Data – Week 5 

 
Week of: February 14 – 18  
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  
*Classroom teacher absent 2/14  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  23 We added a “No talking” and “Walk” visual to the shelf 
next to this work to remind the children of expected 
behaviors in the hallway. 

Zipping Coat  21 The same few children require help zipping their coat, 
but have demonstrated their ability to get their coat on 
their body. Child #8 in particular continues to struggle 
with this.  

Putting on Hat  36 We added a “No talking” and “Walk” visual to the shelf 
next to this work to remind the children of expected 
behaviors in the hallway.  

Putting on 
Mittens/Gloves  

37 
 

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 30 Most of the children can complete this independently, 
but continue to struggle when the backpack is full. Child 
#4 and #8 continue to struggle with zippers, but have 
shown they can zip their bag shut when not full.  

Putting Backpack in 
Locker 

19 My TA presented this lesson to children who are 
struggling to fit all items in the locker. More 
specifically, child #4, #8, and #3.  

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out 
and putting away 

19 Child #3 has started to put boots in locker, as opposed to 
leaving boots on the floor.  

Use of Technology  
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Opening iPad with 
Passcode 

0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of opening up their iPad with a 
passcode.  

Opening an App 
on iPad  

0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of opening an app on their 
iPad. 

Sharing Work on 
Seesaw  

0  N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of sharing a work on Seesaw.  

Meals at School 
  

Opening a Milk 
Carton  

36 
 

Opening a Juice Cup 19 More juice cups have been available this week. Child #4 
and #8 continue to ask for help when completing this 
work. We are asking them to try once before asking 
someone for help. When asked, they can typically get 
the container partially open but require support opening 
the juice container completely. (See image).  

Opening school 
lunch packaging 
(carrots, grapes, etc.) 

42 We added fruit snacks to the bowl to make this work 
more appealing to children. Some packaging is harder 
for children to open than others. Given that this work is 
somewhat variable, children have been presented with 
scissors they can use to open packaging AFTER trying 
to open it with their hands (See image).  

Memorizing lunch 
pin number  

0 
 

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  33 
 

Putting blanket in 
bag and zipping the 
bag closed 

33 Child #6, #3, #4 and #8 have been folding the blanket 
and shoving it in the bag. I provided them with a 
presentation about zipping the bag to be “done” with the 
work. (See image).  

Rolling up rest mat 
and putting away  

36 
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Appendix R 
Practical Life Skills Frequency Chart Data – Week 6 

 
Week of: February 21-25  
 

Task Work 
Frequency 

Comments  
*No school 2/21, virtual learning day on 2/22 

due to weather.  

Outdoor Apparel  
  

Putting on Coat  17 Interest level appears to have gone down for 
these works. Children require more 
encouragement to pursue these activities.  

Zipping Coat  17 
 

Putting on Hat  25 
 

Putting on Mittens/Gloves  29 
 

Care of Belongings  
  

Zipping Backpack 16 
 

Putting Backpack in Locker 13 
 

Putting items in a 
backpack/taking out and 
putting away 

13 
 

Use of Technology  
  

Opening iPad with Passcode 0 N/A - We have taken this work off the shelf as 
all children are now capable of opening up their 
iPad with a passcode.  

Opening an App on iPad  0 We have taken this work off the shelf as all 
children are now capable of opening an app on 
their iPad.  

Sharing Work on Seesaw  0  N/A 

Meals at School 
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Opening a Milk Carton  29 
 

Opening a Juice Cup 12 Limited juice cups.  

Opening school lunch 
packaging (carrots, grapes, 
etc.) 

28 Scissors for opening packaging have assisted 
children in completing this task more 
independently. (See image).  

Memorizing lunch pin 
number  

0 N/A  

Rest Time  
  

Folding Blanket  19 
 

Putting blanket in bag and 
zipping the bag closed 

19 
 

Rolling up rest mat and 
putting away  

29 
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