
 

 

    
All ThumbsAll ThumbsAll ThumbsAll Thumbs    

What would life be like if we didn't have our thumbs? Would we be 

able to do all the amazing things we do—like playing baseball, or 

creating works of art, or flying an airplane? With this project, you can 

demonstrate just what our thumbs do for us. 

 

Materials NeededMaterials NeededMaterials NeededMaterials Needed 

• pair of pants with button at waist 

• shoes with shoestrings 

• straight-backed chair 

• pencil, pen, and paper 

• several different-size coins 

• objects of different sizes and shapes (like chopsticks, a 

paperweight, a battery, a book, and tape) 

• scissors 

• hairbrush and comb 

• large sheet of paper 

• Velcro™ 

• table top 

 

PreparationPreparationPreparationPreparation 

Arrange all your items on the top of the table, except for the chair.  

Put the chair next to the table. 
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PresentationPresentationPresentationPresentation  

1.  Ask a viewer to hold out a hand and move his/her thumb around in 

different directions. Ask the person to move his/her fingers around 

like that. Your volunteer won’t be able to do so. 

2.  Ask the viewer to do the tasks listed below with both thumb and 

fingers.  Watch how the thumb works.  Write down the results on 

the large sheet of paper. 

• Button, then unbutton, the pair of pants 

• Tie the shoelaces on the shoes 

• Lift up the straight-backed chair 

• Pick up the coins 

• Write his/her name on the small sheet of paper 

• Cut a corner off the paper with the scissors 

• Pick up the flashlight and turn it on 

• Brush and comb his/her hair 

• Try to use any other object you collected 

Your volunteer will, of course, be able to easily accomplish these 

tasks. 

3.  Using the velcro, loosely tape your helpers' thumbs to the palms of 

his/her hands—you don't want to cut off the circulation!  

NOTE:  You can also sew down the thumb on a glove and use that. 

4. Ask the volunteer to repeat all the tasks. He/she will be all thumbs! 

 



How It WorksHow It WorksHow It WorksHow It Works 

Only primates (humans, apes, and monkeys) have hands that can grasp 

and hold objects.  That's because primates have an "opposable" 

thumb—it moves opposite to the other fingers. And among the 

primates, humans can move their thumbs farthest across their hands. 

Why is this so important? Without our thumbs, human civilization 

wouldn’t have evolved the way it has. Because of this special feature, 

the earliest humans could do many things that other animals couldn’t, 

such as making fires, cutting stones into tools, and making bows and 

arrows. Each time a new tool was invented, the range of human 

experience was broadened, and that led to developmental advances in 

our brains. With advancing intelligence, more and more complex tools 

could be invented, which led to more and more brain development.   

Eventually, humans were even making computers and spaceships! 

 


