
Tools & Fire Handout

(the full guidance around these are in the practical skills unit guidance on-line)

Best Practice & Approaches for using sharp tools
You will need to develop your own local guidance for staff leading these activities but the following
are some key points to consider.

 Have permission of land owner, insurance, risk assessment & procedures in place.

 Leader should feel ready – in terms of experience, preparation and practice to run an 
activity.

 Leader to know the group they are going to use tools with and understand any behaviours 
and learning preferences that will ensure the session is effective and safe.

 Set up a safe space with suitable ratios – 1 or 2 pupils in a quiet roped off space with no 
distractions. 

 Always select wood that is appropriate to the task – use wood that has recently been cut 
‘green wood’ and is easy to cut.

 Space each person using a tool a safe distance from each other – do not go into each others 
‘blood bubble’.

 Leader to demonstrate safe removal of tool sheath or cover and identify the sharp parts of 
the blade and features on the tool – such as finger guard.

 Any Personal Protective Equipment required such as gloves should be provided prior to use.

 Leader to demonstrate sitting in a stable position or kneeling for using tool.

 Leader to show whenever using a tool never have tool blade coming towards any part of 
their body – e.g. saw moving parallel to body not into body; knife never cutting towards 
legs, between legs or having a hand under the movement of the blade when whittling or 
splitting.

 Leader to demonstrate safe grip and careful controlled movement of tool on task.

 Leader to show that all tools should be closed and covered when not in use or being carried.

 Leader to introduce knife work by whittling onto a block or log with fist grip and taking off 
small amounts of wood in a controlled manner. Also can use suitable veg peelers to peel a 
carrot or to remove bark from a freshly cut stick using the same action as a knife to judge 
wrist strength and concentration.

 Sawing and splitting should always be done in pairs – either with the leader as part of the 
pair to support pupil or with leader closely supervising.

 Leader should have an agreed stop call with those using tools so that if anyone else comes in
to the work area or if a problem is occurring pupils will stop using and put tools down 
straight away.

 When tools not in use leader should safely store these – tools should be counted out and 
counted in.



Best Practice on Fires

• Before you attempt any fires you need to be well practised yourself and have agreement of 
the landowner and a suitable fire procedure, risk assessment and insurance to cover this 
activity before you begin. 

• You will need to know if anyone in your groups has asthma or health problems that may be 
affected by smoke. 

• You will need to carefully consider carefully where you have fires and the impact this will 
have on your site.
(Having fires directly on the ground can be problematic if you have peaty soil or lots of tree 
roots underneath). 

• You will need to set out a safe space and get the group to practice moving carefully around 
this space before you have fires. 
- have an inner defined boundary – no one allowed closer than this (consider size of fire, 
how far fire flames can blow in the wind and how much heat radiates). 
    - an outer boundary – no one allowed to move about in-between these two boundaries 
unless invited in by leader to prevent anyone falling in the fire (anyone in this space to be 
kneeling or sitting on a stable log or low bench).

• It is important your group understands the risks around fire before starting and that they are 
ready for the responsibility of doing this activity. 

• As a leader make sure you feel practised and ready to manage a fire with a group – don’t 
have fires on a windy day.

• Safety kit - Heat proof gloves, Fire blanket (that can be attached to a tree for quick removal),
burns gel, container with water in by fire(to treat burns) and plenty of extra water to put out 
fire.

• Don’t use any chemicals to light the fire or burn any treated wood as you will poison 
yourself and the group.

• Consider clothing – plastic and nylon melts easily from sparks and heat. Tie back long hair.

• You need to make sure your groups understand that they should be collecting dead dry wood
– so wood that is not rotten, wet or green/growing. Do not burn all dead wood on your site –
allocate some to habitat piles that are for wildlife and not for burning.

• If anything starts to feel unsafe in terms of weather or behaviour of the group put the fire 
out.

• When putting out fire make sure all wood, embers and surrounds are properly drenched and 
cool before leaving.

• When disposing of cold wood ash and logs scatter it around fruit trees or compost it as it 
will alter the composition of the soil and will discourage wild flowers growing and 
encourage nettles (you can also scatter under a nettle patch).


