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Building Shelters

This activity can be done inside in teams of between 4 – 8 people aged around 12 upwards. You can do it with just one team or as many as you like.

Give each team the following materials: a large bundle of newspapers* (approximately 50cm high when stacked up) , approximately 12  garden canes of varying lengths (including some long ones), a roll of string, a roll of tape and a pair of scissors. 

An alternative to this is to deliberately give each group different amounts of materials (to illustrate unfair distribution of wealth). You could also not give one group one of the materials but extra of another, so they have to trade with a group who have been given the opposite.

With the newspaper, canes, string and tape, each team has to build a simple shelter in a limited time (I would suggest between 45 and 90 minutes) that is big enough for someone to sleep in. If anyone is completely stuck, you can hint the design most people go for is a wooden frame held together by string with newspaper panels taped in between.

When time is up, ask each team to nominate a volunteer to test the shelter. These volunteers should be taken to another room where they can’t see or hear what is happening. Invite the first one back in and ask them to lie down in the shelter as if they were going to sleep. Without them seeing, pour water (ideally from a rose ended watering can, so it’s not too fast) onto the shelter, timing from the moment you start pouring. Note the time taken until the volunteer screams etc. as the water permeates the newspaper. Repeat this process with the volunteer from each team. The winning team is the one whose volunteer takes longest to scream! 

When you have finished, this can lead into a discussion and practical action (e.g. fundraising, campaigning etc.) on homelessness, pointing out there for thousands of people their shelter is little more than we have just built and thousands more don’t even have that. 

*One way to get hold of a large number of old newspapers is to ring your local newspaper and ask where unwanted papers go. They may be willing to let you have some. However you get hold of them, make sure you recycle them after the activity and let your young people know they will be recycled.
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