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Thank you for volunteering for Let’s Talk Science! The following manual will help guide 
you through the workshop. Please read this manual before visiting the group you are 

working with.  
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Important Notes 
 
Introduction & Guidelines 
• This manual is meant as a guide to help you prepare for your activity. The introduction 

includes questions that get at the curriculum link/science concept the workshop covers. You 
are not expected to memorize this manual. It is a guide and we want you to bring your own 
experiences and your style of teaching into it. 
 

• As a general guideline, do not speak longer than the age of the students at one time.   
 
• Most workshops fit well in a 1-hour time period but some like bridge building or some high 

school activities are a little longer. 
 

• Practice your introduction and test out the activities beforehand so you can anticipate 
sections that may take more time or may be difficult for students. 

 
• If you are working with a partner, work out roles and responsibilities before the visit. 
 
 
Safety  
As a Let’s Talk Science volunteer, safety must be foremost in our minds during all activities. As 
STEM role models, volunteers must always also model safe science practices.   
 
Always keep in mind the following precautions: 

• Emphasize and demonstrate appropriate safety procedures throughout the presentation. 
• Be professional but have fun.  
• Keep workspaces clean to avoid tripping hazards.  
• Allergens should have been checked before reserving the kit (e.g. allergies to latex). 
• Activity Specific Safety: none. 

 
WHMIS 
An overview of Canada’s Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System (WHMIS) is 
included in these materials at the end of this manual where needed. No WHMIS sheets are 
included with this activity.  
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Overview of the Workshop 
 
Grade Level and Curriculum Learning 
Grade 1: Materials, objects, and everyday structures: describe objects as things that are made 
of one or more materials, identify materials that make up structures, describe structures as 
supporting frameworks, identify sources in nature of some common materials that are used in 
making structures, list different kinds of fasteners. 
 
Materials if dropping materials to the school 
24 2-inch pieces of paper straws per student 
24 toothpicks per students (with the sharp ends cut off) 
24 wooden bricks per student 
Tape roll with dispenser per student (unless they can share) 
PowerPoint slide with 3 pigs houses on it 

 
Materials if NOT dropping materials to the school 
24 2-inch pieces of paper straws or 2 inch strips of any kind of paper rolled into a cylinder 
shape (show students have to do this if they are at home and haven’t done so before the 
activity) 
24 toothpicks per students (with the sharp ends cut off); or could use other types of sticks 
from outside for example that are cut/broken to be about the size of a toothpick 
24 small wooden bricks or Lego bricks 
Tape  
PowerPoint slide with 3 pigs houses on it 

 
 
Timing of the Workshop  
 Approx. Time 

(min) 
Description 

Introduction 5-6 minutes Introduce yourself, find out what they already know, 
add in bits to fit with the curriculum learning 

Building the 
3 pigs 
houses 

40 minutes Students build 3 different houses using the materials 
and then either press down on them or put books on 
them to test them for strength 

Wrap up 5 minutes Discussion on their findings 
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Activity 
 
NB: The questions you might ask or some things you might say are in blue font and the possible 
answers are in square brackets in black font. Actions are in purple font. 
 
Introduction 
Hi everyone! We are Let’s Talk Science volunteers. We come to schools and do hands-on 
activities. I study [simple terms] ________ at the University of Ottawa/Carleton University. I 
decided to study _____ because [when I was your age I loved… I think it’s important to… I’m 
curious about…].  
 
We’re/I’m here today to build some structures and then test them to see how strong they are. 
 
Before we do that, we’re going to talk a little about structures and the materials they are made 
of. 
 
Has anyone ever heard of a structure before? [yes, no].  
 
What is a structure? [something built by putting together parts that usually has a purpose; if 
they don’t answer ask “can anyone give an example of something that live in?” – a house, 
apartment building, etc., and then give the quick definition of the structure from above]. 
 
Can anyone give me an example or tell me one kind of structure they’ve seen before? 
[house, school, play structure, CN Tower, bridge, train tunnel]. 
 
Do animals make structures? [yes!]. What types of structures do animals make? [nest, 
burrow, den]. 
 
There are all kinds of structures around us every day. Are all structures made of the same 
thing? [no]. 
 
Let’s think about the story of the 3 Little Pigs. Has everyone heard of the story before? What 
materials did the 3 pigs use to make their houses? [straw, sticks and bricks] 
 
What happened to the houses? [the wolf was able to blow down the straw and stick houses, 
but not the bricks]. So the materials we use to build structures is very important. 
 
Action: Show the pictures of the 3 little pigs’ houses 
 
Why wouldn’t we want to build our school or house out of straw or small sticks? [we’d 
freeze, the wind might blow it down, rain might be able to get through the straw and we’d get 
wet]. 
 
Can we build our houses or schools out of bigger sticks/logs and bricks? [yes!]. 
 
What else do we need beside wood or bricks to make our houses stay up (not fall over)? 
[nails, screws, mortar (like glue) to stick the bricks together]. 
 



Playful Machines 

Let’s Talk Science in Ottawa, University of Ottawa and Carleton University 
Contact kits.letstalkscience@gmail.com 

5 

The material we use to hold our structures together is as important as the material we use to 
build the structure. Engineers are scientists who think about the best materials to use when 
making structures so that they don’t fall over and are able to support the weight that will be put 
on them or in them. 
 
Activity: Building 3 pigs houses 
Do you think you’re ready to be an engineer today and build your own houses? [yes!] 
We’re going to use 3 materials that are similar but also different than the 3 pigs used.  
 
Action: have the teacher distribute tape and 24 straw pieces to each student. 
 
Show them how to build the straw house  

1) Lay 6 pieces of straw in a row on their table/desk 
2) Take a piece of tape longer than the row of straws and place it across the top of the 

straws 
3) Turn the straws over and put another piece of tape on the other side.  
4) Follow 1-3 again to make 4 sides the same 
5) Lay the 4 set of 6 pieces beside each other with a very small space between each set.  
6) Put a piece of tape across from two of the sets, then the next 2 sets, until all sets are 

joined with tape 
7) Turn it all over and do the same on the other side.  
8) Pick it up and put the straws on the table desk and fold each side into a square and tape 

the last set together to make a square house. 
9) If they have books they can now test for strength (or they can press down) 

You just made a house of straw(s). Do you think your house is stronger than the 3 pigs 
straw house? Why? [our straws are made of a stronger material than the straw the 3 pigs 
used, and they are in the shape of a cylinder which is one of the strongest shapes] 
 
Let’s check out these sticks (show the toothpicks) and see how strong they are. Do you think 
they’ll be stronger or not as strong as the straws? [various answers] 
 
Action: have the teacher distribute the 24 toothpick pieces to each student. 
Follow the instructions for the straws and do the same with the toothpicks. Test it and ask the 
same question except this time compare to the 3 pigs house of sticks.  
 
Let’s check out these bricks and see how strong they are. Do you think they’ll be stronger or 
not as strong as the others? [various answers] 
 
Action: have the teacher distribute the 24 toothpick pieces to each student. 
Follow the instructions for the straws and do the same with the toothpicks. Test it and ask the 
same question except this time compare to the 3 pigs house of bricks.  
 
Wrap-Up 
Which material did you find was the strongest? [various answers] Which material would 
you build your house of if you had a house? [various answers] Why? [various answers]  
 
Does anybody have any questions? 
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Thank you for having us in your class today! 
 

Additional Information 
 
Background Information 
N/A 
 
WHMIS Sheets 
N/A 


