
Outdoor Learning @ Seven Lochs

Shelter building



Introduction

Everyone likes to build a shelter. Shelter building allows children to interact with natural 

materials, and learn to manage and work as a team. Working together can be difficult at 

any age, but shelter building is a way of learning to cooperate, share ideas, take on other 

children’s suggestions, and learn from mistakes.   

Tarpaulins and natural resources are used to teach children how to protect themselves 

from elements in the wild. Children have a great time searching for the best natural tools 

and materials to make their shelter stronger and more unique than the others – a 

competitive element which will ensure everyone gets involved. They will also learn the 

importance of safety and risk assessments in this environment.

Shelter building can be used to start discussions about how people are able to survive in 

the most extreme environments by building on stilts, building underground, and even 

living in caves. It can also lead to discussion of how animals find shelter and the different 

homes they live in and build.
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Curriculum links



Shelter Building – leader instructions
• First discuss the equipment you have brought, and how it can be used to 

build a simple shelter. Show them some simple knots.

• Working in groups of max 5 – with one or two tarpaulins, string, scissors and 

pegs for each group – spread out where staff can still keep an eye on them 

and start building. One adult helping 2 groups with where and how to build 

their shelter is ideal. 

• Allow around 20 minutes for building. Encourage children to add natural 

materials to make a stronger and more comfortable shelter.

• Bring the group together to tour the shelters. Ask each group to say why they 

built the shelter the way they did, what went well, and what could be 

improved.

• If you don’t have tarpaulins an alternative is for children to make mini-shelters 

for animals (or faeries) by using the natural materials they find.

• Pupils can think about the animals that might use their mini-shelter, and add 

specific features to make then even more suitable.

• Wash hands with soapy water, and clean and dry the tarpaulins.

What you will need

Prep time: 5 mins

Activity Time: 30 mins+

Clearing up: 10 mins

Equipment:

• Tarpaulins

• String

• Scissors

• Clothes pegs

• Hand gel / wipes

• First aid kit

You could also make mini-shelters 

for small animals using just natural 

materials.



Make a mini-shelter for animals 

Shelter Building worksheet

Make a woodland shelter with tarpaulins

✓ Find a flat area that will be big enough for your shelter. Think 

about what you will tie your shelter to.

✓ Work with your group to decide how you are going to build your 

shelter. What will it look like? What materials will you use? 

What can be added to make it better?

✓ Use string to attach your tarpaulin and other materials to trees 

or other objects to hold your shelter up. Think about how it will 

provide shelter from wind and rain.

✓ Make sure you tidy away your shelter. Use scissors to cut the 

string if you can’t undo knots. Remember – pieces of string and 

other rubbish left in the woods can be a danger to wildlife.



Shelter Building – before and after 

activities

Before going shelter building you could:

• Research shelter designs and learn some simple knots 

for shelter building.

• Look at why all animals (including people) need shelter 

to survive.

When you come back you could:

• Research what people use for shelter in different places 

around the world, or at different times in history.

• Learn about the different homes that animals make and 

find out the names for them.

• Make a bug hotel or put up bird boxes in your school 

grounds. There is plenty of on-line information from 

RSPB and Buglife to help you!

Health and safety hints and tips
• Uneven ground – warn about slips, trips and falls

• Use of equipment – advise scissors are only for cutting 

string, and not to walk around with them

• Litter / dog fouling – check for cleanliness before activity, 

and clear or avoid any hazards

• Public spaces – work away from busy paths and keep 

paths clear of equipment

• Weather conditions – check weather for suitability, and 

make sure pupil’s clothing and footwear matches 

weather conditions

• Lifting logs – specify maximum size of logs that can be 

moved, and demonstrate safe lifting

• Hazardous plants – check for stinging and thorny plants 

before the activity and show pupils areas to be avoided

• Bites and stings – look out for insect nests and avoid. 

Advise that long sleeves / trousers are best.

• Always have a first aider and first aid kit on site


