Activities and PVC Pipe
Creative Uses for PVC Pipe in Activity Programs

Adapted by Caity Karapostoles from a Jeffery Cohn original 

As an Activities Coordinator, I am amazed at the variety of interesting materials and items procured from hardware stores, automotive shops and kitchen supply stores that can be used in ASB events. Often when the ASB officers come across an idea they wish to duplicate, we brain storm over what we can make ourselves that is similar to the original, or even perhaps better! PVC is a wonderful material that has many uses and is fairly inexpensive to buy. It is both sturdy and flexible to use. In this workshop I hope to introduce you to PVC pipe and its wide variety of applications. I am sure you will come up with ideas I haven’t even thought of.

The Materials:  


PVC pipe comes in a number of different sizes- ½”, ¾”, 1”, 2”, and 4”. Most are available at any hardware store and usually come in 10 foot and 20 foot lengths. The big hardware outlets and many smaller neighborhood stores will cut pipe to fit your specific needs although if that service is not available, don’t despair. Cutting PVC is easy. 

Connectors include elbows, T’s, crosses, couplers and end caps. Make sure when you are purchasing the pipe and connectors that you choose the same size diameter for both. Also, some connectors are actually adapter which allow you to attach two different diameters of pipe together. Double check your purchases to avoid a second (third!) trip to the hardware store. 


PVC comes in both black and white. Most of the smaller diameters only come in white. I have had marginal success with painting the pipe. It seems to work fine for one time use projects but tends to wear off fairly quickly when taken apart and stored. Spray paint is the fastest and easiest way to color PVC and produces the best results. 


Other materials you will need include packing tape to make sure the pipes and connectors don’t come apart. Duct tape works but leaves a very sticky residue. Masking tape will work but not as well as packing tape as it is made of paper and tends to tear. Clean the ends of the pipes occasionally to insure you can get the pipes and connectors apart again! Screws also will work. They are more permanent but hold much better than tape. Make sure you drill the starting holes before putting in the screws. Screws are easier and faster to get out than unpeeling tape. But they do leave permanent holes in the pipe. PVC glue is the most secure way to join pipe to connectors. It is also very permanent. 

What to Purchase:  


PVC pipe is fairly inexpensive and since it is reusable it is a viable product to work with when constructing things for ASB events. You can purchase 10’ sections of pipe for $3-$4. Some stores may charge a bit more, but the small and medium diameter pipe is usually available within that price range. Connectors will run from under a dollar to $2.50 each for the smaller ones. You can buy them in bulk at Home Depot at a great savings per connector. The 4” connectors can cost as much as 5 dollars each. 

Buy your PVC pipe based on your specific project needs. Pipe with a larger diameter (1 ¼”, 1 ½” and 2”) is sturdier and works best for things that need to hold more weight or are larger. Pipe with a smaller diameter is best for uses where flexibility is more important, or where it won’t be holding a lot of weight. Smaller pipe stores easier too!

Cutting PVC pipe to specific sizes gives you more flexibility in your uses. You could buy only 10’ sections and not cut it smaller, but this may not be very practical if you have limited storage or you don’t anticipate making anything 10’ high or wide. A good starting point would be the following collection of PVC pope lengths (number in parenthesis is # of lengths from a ten-foot pipe)

4 ~ 10’ sections (1)



8-10 ~ 5’ sections (2)


9 ~ 3 1/3’ sections (3)


10 ~ 2’ sections (5)


4 ~ 4’ sections and 2 ~ 2’ sections (2)



You may also want a few 1’ sections for smaller structures. Here is a list of the connectors to buy:


6 elbows (90 degree)


12 Ts


4 crosses




8 couplings  

6 elbows (45 degree)
You can buy connectors with 30 degree angles but they are harder to find in some sizes. You can also buy three-dimensional connectors-they go three directions-but you may have to special order them through a plumbing supply store. You will need to use more connectors for bigger structures if you use shorter PVC. 
I use glue to affix the bases of the poster stands that I reuse often. It still allows them to be easily storable but far more sturdy than those that are just secured with tape. PVC glue is inexpensive and goes a long way so buy the smallest container you can find 
Storage:


Smaller (shorter) PVC can be stored in garbage cans or wrapped with rubber bungee cords into bundles and put in a corner. 10’ pipe is a little harder to store. That’s why more 5’ pipe and less 10’ pipe makes more sense in some situations. You can store it on top of cabinets or in closets. Connectors can be put in a duffle bag or backpack along with the packing tape. Make sure you know where you’ll store it before you buy it.
How Many Uses Are There for PVC Pipe?

Well, here’s a short list. I am still finding unique uses for plastic pipe. How many ideas can you add to the list?

Breakaway Poster holder



Rolling and storing finished posters

Frame for an assembly backdrop or sign

Movie or slide show screen

Quick sign/banner hanging~portable

Scenery frame for skits

Assembly dressing room



Coat racks for formal dances

Frames for balloon arches



Football goal posts

Carnival booths




Stands for tiki torches

Trees 






Hanging posters from the ceiling or walls
Drying posters




Icebreakers/Challenge activities

Haunted house




Outside advertising or directional sign

Mannequin for displaying clothing


Poster tubes (4”) for saving large posters

Poster frame for hanging on railings

There must be more!!

Summary and a free helpful hints

Clean the ends of the pipe every so often. Sometimes the pipe gets sticky from tape and dirt. 

Always tape, screw or glue your frames together at the connectors. Nothing like having your display fall down during the middle of the event!
Clips can be attached via screws at various lengths of a single piece of pipe and used to raise posters up to banisters, above cafeterias and gyms and so on 

When making 10’ frames it is better to use 5’ sections with a cross connectors in the middle (see example).It gives more stability to the frame.

