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“I’d like to thank all the ninety-nine people who came before me…!”  Thus began Jack’s speech after hearing that he was my one-hundredth knitting student.  Jack is 10 years old, and just one of the kids I’ve taught to knit over the last year.  His sister learned first, and then came back with her little brother because he wanted her needles.  From what I hear, he’s kept at it and is even inspiring all his neighbors to knit as well.  Imagine, an entire neighborhood of knitters!

How old should a child be to learn how to knit?  It depends.  Does the child want to learn the skill?  Enthusiasm is the best indicator at any age.  For a child, one should also consider dexterity.  If the child can handle working two needles in tandem, and they have the enthusiasm, they can learn.  In general, this means that children ages 8 and up can learn with ease, but children as young as five can pick it up as well.  You might have to cast on for a five-year-old, and he or she might only knit for minutes before moving on to the next exciting item on their busy agendas, but they can do it.

What should a kid’s first project be?  Generally, kids want to see the end of something quickly.  A beanbag is a very quick project.  Cast on about 15 to 20 stitches, and work in garter – knitting every row – until you have a square, then cast off.  Make another just like the first and sew them together on three sides.  Cut the foot section from of an old pair of nylons and stuff it with a handful of dried beans.  Tie it into a knot to keep the beans securely inside, and insert it into the knitted squares.  Sew up the fourth side and you’ve got a beanbag.  Make several out of different colored yarn, and play tic tac toe toss right in your living room on a rainy day.

Dying yarn can also be a fun and easy activity for kids, with parental supervision.  You’ll need an un-dyed yarn of 100% wool or another animal fiber, a large stainless steel pot, a large glass bowl, water, white vinegar, salad tongs, and several packets of kool-aid in the color of your choice.  Mix four parts water to one part vinegar and add the kool-aid.  Stir until the powder is dissolved.  Heat the mixture to a low simmer and add the yarn.  If the yarn is in a hank, you will want to tie it in several places so it doesn’t knot up.  If it’s in a skein you won’t have to worry about this, but you do want to make sure the dye reaches the center.  Stir gently until the water is completely clear, and using the tongs put the yarn into the bowl filled with cold water.  Once the yarn has cooled enough to touch, you can remove it from the water and squeeze out the excess moisture.  Hang the newly dyed yarn in a cool place until it is completely dry.  Then try making unique beanbags out of it.

Even if you and your knitting child don’t go the route of dying, or – heaven forbid – shearing and spinning your own yarn, knitting alone is a very useful tool.  It can aid a child with developing dexterity, spatial relationships, as well as lighting the fire of creativity.  Knitting can also help with math skills, as there is a lot of math involved.  I find myself frustrated by all that math, but I do it anyway because it’s worth it to count past 100 – especially when kids like Jack are learning to knit.  It’s a gift when children take to the craft and make it their own art.  So here’s to Jack, may he be the 100th of hundreds more to come!

