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OUTDOORWAYS OF LEARNING & SHARING Grade 3 = 6

Students step into the role of engineers and builders as they design and construct small-
scale shelters using only natural materials. Inspired by the traditional knowledge of First
Nations and Inuit peoples, this hands-on activity blends science, social studies, and
teamwork while encouraging reflection on what makes a structure strong, comfortable, and
sustainable — then and now.

Learning
Objectives

By the end of the activity, students will:
e Use natural materials to design and construct a simple shelter.
¢ Explore how Indigenous peoples (First Nations and Inuit) used local resources to
build homes.
o Compare natural shelters with modern buildings.
¢ Reflect on the qualities of strength, comfort, and sustainability in building design.
e Practice teamwork, problem-solving, and creative thinking.

Curriculum
Connections

Science
¢ Understanding structures and mechanisms: Forces Acting on Structures (Gr. 3-
3)
¢ Properties of Materials (Gr 2-4)
Social Studies
¢ Heritage and ldentity: Communities in Canada, Past and Present (Gr. 3).
¢ Indigenous Perspectives: Exploring traditional housing (wigwams, longhouses,
igloos, tipis).
Math

o Measurement and Spatial Sense: Using shape, size, and balance in
construction.

Language
e Oral communication: explaining design decisions, reflection.

Materials

o Natural objects: branches, sticks, leaves, bark, pine needles, stones.
e Optional: string, twine, or rope for tying.
Clipboards/paper for sketching design ideas (optional).

Prep/Pre Set-up
required

Identify a safe collection area for natural materials (avoid pulling live branches).
Mark a building area for shelters (flat ground, open space).

Provide clear instructions about respecting nature and sharing materials.

Print shelter fact sheets (Appendix B)

Introduction

Imagine you had to live outside, with no store to buy supplies and no tools except
what you could find around you. How would you stay warm and dry?

Today, you’re going to become builders. Your challenge is to use branches, leaves,
and other natural objects to create a small shelter. As you build, think about how




First Nations and Inuit peoples used what was around them to design strong, smart
homes like wigwams, longhouses, igloos, and tipis (see attached chart for types of
shelters).

Afterward, we’ll compare your shelters to the houses we live in today.

Ask yourself: What makes a good shelter strong? What makes it comfortable? How
could you improve your design?

Just like engineers, you'll be using teamwork, creativity, and problem-solving — but
with the same resources people had hundreds of years ago: nature itself.

Main Activities

“Build a simple shelter using natural materials.”

e Working in teams, have students choose one of the shelter types from the
attached list (appendix A).

¢ Students gather branches, leaves, and other found materials and they build a
small-scale shelter (big enough to protect a stuffed toy, backpack, or small
object).

o While building, encourage students to think like early First Nations and Inuit
communities, who used only what was available in their environment.

e Once shelters are built, compare them to modern homes — roofs, walls,
insulation, waterproofing.

¢ Reflection: “What would make your shelter stronger or more comfortable ?”

Prompt Questions:
¢ Which materials worked best for building?
e How did Indigenous peoples use nature to design homes?
e What parts of your shelter are like modern houses?
e\What would you add to make it sturdier or more waterproof?

Free/Inquiry Play ¢ Students may choose to extend their shelters, decorate them, or test them
Focus against challenges (wind test, light rain, or adding weight).
Closing and ¢ Circle discussion: Share design successes and challenges.
Wrap-up e Highlight how Indigenous knowledge of nature inspired sustainable, resilient

housing.
e Reflect on how modern architecture can still learn from natural and traditional
building methods.

Social/Emotional
Skills Targeted

Leadership, Cooperation, Teamwork, Communication
e Teamwork and negotiation while building.
¢ Communication and creativity in design choices.

Resiliency, Accountability, Adaptability
¢ Resilience and adaptability when structures collapse or need redesign.

Application
Next Steps,
Connections,
applications,
variations,
extensions

Science
o Test shelters against wind (fan or students fanning) or rain (watering can) to see
how well they hold up.
e Connect to animal shelters (beaver lodges, bird nests, spider webs) — compare
how humans and animals use natural materials for protection.




e Explore the concept of forces and loads: Which parts of the shelter support the
most weight?

Social Studies
o Compare shelters to traditional Indigenous dwellings (wigwam, tipi, igloo,
longhouse).
e Discuss how shelter designs reflect available resources and the environment
(snow, trees, grasslands).
o Contrast with modern houses — materials, comfort, energy use, sustainability

Math
o Estimate or measure the height and width of shelters.
e Count the number of sticks or leaves used in construction.
e Explore shapes used for strength (triangles, domes).

Variations
« Build large shelters for students to fit inside.
o Challenge students to build the tallest shelter, the strongest shelter, or the most
waterproof shelter.
e Work in pairs vs. larger groups to compare collaboration styles.

Extensions
e Literacy:
o Write a journal entry or story imagining life inside the shelter.
o Art:
o Sketch or paint the finished shelters or design an “eco-home” inspired by
traditional structures.
e Technology & Engineering:
o Use string, rope, or simple tools to expand shelter design and connect to
engineering principles.
e Sustainability:
o Compare traditional natural-material homes to modern green building (straw
bale homes, earthships, tiny houses).




Appendix A

Shelter Who Used Them Materials & Why Benefits

Tipi Plains First Nations Long wooden poles Portable and quick to set
(Cree, Blackfoot, covered with bison hides up/take down; strong
Assiniboine, etc.) — (later canvas). Bison hides | against prairie winds;
Prairies were strong, warm, and adjustable smoke flaps for

plentiful on the Plains. fires inside.

Wigwam Eastern Woodlands Bent saplings for frames, Dome shape shed rain and
First Nations covered with birch bark, snow; insulated for warmth
(Mi’kmaq, Algonquin, cattail mats, or hides. in winter and coolness in
Anishinaabe, etc.) — These materials were summer; semi-permanent,
Forested regions of abundant in the forests. lasting a season.

Ontario, Quebec,
Maritimes

Wickiup Some Subarctic and Poles covered with brush, Quick to build; flexible
Western Indigenous reeds, bark, grass, or hides | design that could use
groups — Interior BC depending on what was whatever local resources
and western Canada | available. were on hand; good

temporary shelter for
hunting trips.

Longhouse | Haudenosaunee Large sapling frames Very large, housing many
(Iroquois covered with sheets of elm | families; represented
Confederacy) — or other bark. Bark was community and unity;
Southern Ontario and | strong, reusable, and central fires for warmth and
along the St. common in forests. cooking; durable for long-
Lawrence term living.

Igloo Inuit peoples — Arctic | Blocks of packed snow, Surprisingly warm inside
Canada because trees and bark (0°C to 15°C when it's —

weren’t available in the 40°C outside); strong dome

tundra. Snow is an design; tunnel entrance

excellent insulator. trapped warm air; quick to
build on hunting trips.

Lean-to Many Indigenous Simple frame of poles Very fast to build; good for
groups across covered with bark, short stays or travel;
Canada — especially branches, brush, or hides. | provided shelter from wind
in forests and Materials were chosen for | and rain; could be built
Subarctic regions speed and availability. small or large depending

on need.




‘9181 paAll oym Ajiure) ayl Inoge Sallols p|ol
rey: swianed 1o sjoquiAs yum pajured alsam sidin Auen

"JUBA B 3| paisnipe
90 pIN0J pue ayows all 1no 18] dol ayl 1e ajoy ows Y

'SpJay uosIq MoJ|0)
0] uayo panow oym ajdoad J1oj Juenpodwi sem yaiym
‘INOY ue ueY)l SS9| Ul UMop uael 1o dn18s ag p|nod sidi

‘2ll} |lews e yum wiem o) Asea pue
spuim aureid 1surebe buoas sidi) spew adeys auod ayl

‘saleld
oY) uo |nynuald pue wiem ‘Buons alom YdIym saply uosiq
UM palanod sajod uapoom Buo| wol) spew alam Aay

1009e|g
pue aal) ayl se Yyons ‘epeue) Jo saureid ayy ul sejdoad
suoneN 1sli4 sure|d Auew Jo sawoy ay) atam sidi|

e\




'J00J 3}
ul ajoy e ybnouyy buideass ayows yum ‘spisul buiyood
pamole pue wrem wemBim ay) 1day 81usd ay) ul ally

"1I91UIM Ul pale|nsul alow pue Jabuosis ‘Jswwins ul 1ayybi|
pue J3|[ews :Sawoy [euoseas A|lensn aiam swempBipp

'SUOSeas
Buibueys s,;epeue) J10oj 198j48d — MOUS pue ulel pays 0}
a|ge pue HBuoss way) spew adeys sawop papunol JisyL

'SapIy [ewlue 1o ‘syewd
|lened woJ) sapew siew “Jueq yaiig Ylim way) palanod
pue awel} ay) 1o} sbuljdes aau) BunoA pasn siap|ing

. Buljemp,, 1o ,asnoy,, sueaw pue
abenbue| ueinbuoh|y ue wolj Sawod wembim piom ay L

‘agerulysIuy pue ‘uinbuob)y

‘bew,IN 8yl Buipnjoul ‘(sswnuey pue 2agand) ‘oleluQ
JO suoibal pa1salo)) epeur) JO SPUR|POOAA Ula1se]

ay) ul suoneN 1si14 Auew Ag pasn alam swemBIppn




‘'saoeds buusyieb

Allunwiwod se aAIasS 10 Saljiwe) asnoy pinod
sauo Jabue| ajiym ‘sdiny Bununy uo sisyBys
Areljodwa) 10J )jIng uayo a1am soo|bl |rews

‘apISul Jre wuem
pue 1IN0 Jie p|od 1day asuenua ayI|-jauun]

‘awiop
Buons e wioj 01 premul Aybis Buluea] 300|q
yoea yum ‘uianed feaids e ui )ing ate soo|bj

i9PISINO J,0v— S
usym 9O,.GT 01 D,0 Buiyoeal sewnawos apisul
reay Apoqg sdeuy 1ey) Jorejnsul 1ealb e sI yoiym

‘MOUS payoed Jo SY20|g wol) sapew aJe Aay L

‘'POOM 10} S9a.]
Ou aJe alay) alaym ‘epeue) Jo suoibal 21121y
ay) Jo sajdoad 1nuj ayy Ag 1Inq alam Soo|b|




‘sdiy Buiysyy 1o Bununy Buunp
Ap1oinb 1jing ‘sswoy Arejodwa) usyo alam Aayl e

adeosa 0} ayows Joj do} sy} Je ajoy e yum a|ppiw
ay1 ul aliy e pey sdnijoim ‘sidin pue swemBim axi e

‘I[e Ajpoexa paxoo| sdnpoim om) ou ‘a|qe|rene
PJaM S|elIa1eW [ed0]| 1aAaleyM pasn Aay) asnedag e

eq

yo4ig JO pealsul yied 1o ‘spaal ‘sselb ‘ysniq yum

PaJan0d Ajensn 1ng ‘wemBim e ay1| 11g e ‘181|9ys
padeys-awop 1o padeys-auod e si dnijoIM Yy e

*21104eqns ayl Jo sued ay|
‘SajeWI|D Jaysiey pue saal) Jama) YliMm suolbal
ul Ajjeioadsa ‘epeue) ulayliou pue uis1Sam Ul
so|doad snouabipu| sawos Ag pasn aiam sdnijoIpN e




1sed oy Jo sBuipjing juawrede
1| wayl Bbupjew ‘uejo awes ay] wolj
uayo ‘saljiwe) Auew pjoy pjnod asnoybuo| yoe

‘191UIM 3] Burinp ul yuwuem dasy
djoy 01 sapiy [ewiue Yyim palssaAnod a1am S100(

*all} yoea anoge Jood ay)
Ul S8|0Y 90WsS YlIM 31judd ay) UMop uel sall

"Yleq Jo s1@ays abie| Ylm palanod uay)
‘sgaJ) BUNOA WoJ) Sawel) UBPOOM YIIM )jing

iyibua| ul (1@8) QOT) Se8wW QE J9A0 SBaWIBWOoS
‘sbuipjing renbueloal ‘Buo| atam Aay

‘(@2uaime]

1S ay) Buoje pue ourlUQO UIBYINOS) epreur)
ulaisea ul sajdoad snouabipu| J8Yyjo sawos
pue (Aoeiapajuo) sionbol|) ssunesouspneH
a1 JO sawoy [euonipel ayl aiam sasnoybuo-

asnoybuo




‘|lem Y201 e
ayI] ainyea] [einjeu e 1surebe 1ing usym Ajeroadss
‘Urel pue puim woJj uonaaloid poob papinoid Aay |

‘dnoub 1o Ajwej e 10y 1abue| )Ing aq
pPIN02 1ng ‘a|dwis pue |fews Ajlensn aiam S0l-ueaT

"UHON 3}

ulI sybnoq aonuids 10 ‘sure|d ayl uo sapliy ‘sisalo)
ul yJseq — uoibal ayy uo Buipuadap jJusiaylp
pPax00| Aay) ‘s[ellarew [ea0| pasn Aay) asnedayq

‘'sAels ybiuiano
10} 108)18d a1am pue Apoinb spew aq pjnod Asy

'SapIY [ewlue 10 ‘ysniq ‘Mieq
UlM awel) ayl buusnod uay) ‘ajodabpu e jsuiebe
sajod 10 sayoueliq bBuiues| Aq apew alom Aay |

‘sl1a)lays Arelodwa) se epeue) Ul
so|doad snouabipu] Auew Ag pasn ai1am SO)-ueaT

0)-uea




