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Newspaper Table
Build a table from a daily newspaper.

Engineering Challenge
Build a table out of newspaper that will hold up a book. The rule my class uses 
for height is that my hand has to slide underneath it. Another good rule is that 
the table must be freestanding (it cannot be secured to a wall or the like). Prior 
to building your Newspaper Table, it is a good idea to brainstorm and draw a 
plan. But you can experiment as you go if you choose. Your choice may depend 
on how much newspaper you have. In my class, the students are required to 
create a plan first. This is an attempt to minimize one student dominating the 
group. For a classroom contest, you also want each group to have the same 
amount of newspaper and masking tape.

Any newspaper size will work, as shown. The first table is created using a 
traditional newspaper size. The second table is made using smaller newspaper 
like the free weeklies that many areas have. For a larger group, you can ask your 
local newspaper for copies of the old newspapers that didn’t sell. You can also 
have students bring in old newspapers and get them involved. Students love to 
help. The best part is that all of the leftovers can be recycled after you remove 
the tape.

From the Junk Drawer:
  Newspaper

  Scissors

  Masking tape (or clear tape)

  Flat piece of cardboard (optional)

  Books or magazines to test your table
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Option A: Basic Table Design

Step 1: Fold a traditional size newspaper in half, hot dog style. Make sure the 
corners are even and then use your thumbnail to create a crease.

Step 2: Use scissors to cut along the crease. You can trim the edges after you 
are done if needed. The cut has to be fairly straight, but a little off is OK.
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Step 3: Starting at the fold of the paper, roll it up. The roll doesn’t have to 
be super tight. It actually stands easier if it is not too tight. These rolls are 
going to be the legs of your table.

Step 4: Use a 1-inch piece of tape to hold the roll together. 
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Step 5: Stand the rolls up to form the four corner legs of your table. You can 
add a fifth leg directly in the middle if you want additional strength. Five 
legs is the way to go if you are going to try to hold up the greatest number 
of books.

Step 6: Place one full-size folded piece of paper on top of the legs to create 
a tabletop. You can also use a piece of cardboard. If you use cardboard, you 
can tape the legs to the bottom of the cardboard. This makes a completely 
portable table that the students could take home and actually use.
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Step 7: Gently place a book on top of the table. Try stacking more if you 
want, or try to make a stack tall enough to reach the ceiling. Just place each 
book gently as you add it.

Option B: One of the Strongest Newspaper Tables Ever 

Step 8: This was done with one of the smaller, weekly-sized newspapers, but 
it could be done with any size. Pull off one single page. Fold the single 
page in half. Starting at one end, roll it up into a tight tube. For this style, 
a tighter leg will probably help. Use a very small piece of tape to hold it 
together. 
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Step 9: Pull out six pieces and put them aside. One is for the tabletop, unless 
you are using cardboard. The other five will be used in the next step. Roll 
all of the remaining single remaining sheets in your newspaper into tubes.

Step 10: Fold one of the pieces you pulled out earlier in half so it is the 
same height as the tubes. Wrap this piece around five or six tubes and 
secure with a small piece of tape. The number inside each leg can vary 
depending on how many tubes you have. You want all five legs about equal 
in diameter. It is OK if a few of the legs have more tubes inside.

`
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Step 11: Stand up four legs slightly smaller than the dimension of the books 
you are going to use. You can use your eyeball as long as you are close. 

Step 12: Stand a fifth leg up in the middle for additional support. 

Step 13: Place your last folded piece of newspaper on top for the tabletop. 
Like before, you can use cardboard and tape the legs to the underside of 
the cardboard tabletop. You just can’t tape the legs to the worktable.
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Step 14: Gently place one book on top of your Newspaper Table.

Step 15: Place a few more, but be gentle as you set them down. Sideways 
motion is not wanted, so bring the books straight down, touching all parts 
of the book at the same time.
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Step 16: Now is a good time to test the correct height with the agreed upon 
measuring device. This can be 4 inches (or a similar measurement), but I 
just use my hand standing up.

Step 17: Keep stacking. Be careful to keep students away as it gets very tall. 
One time, we stacked every textbook in my classroom on it—over 40. 
We left it overnight, but the next day textbooks littered my floor. The 
cause of the collapse was probably humidity. Don’t leave a really big stack 
overnight!

`
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The Science Behind It
These paper tables work because the weight is spread equally among the four 
(or sometimes five) legs. The cardboard tabletop is stronger, and if you are 
building one for your house, that is the way to go. You could actually use a 
piece of wood for the top and add more tape to the legs and create a table you 
could use for years to come.

Rolling the paper up into legs shows you the power of a tube. Tubes are 
incredibly strong when the force is applied to the skinny end. Many tubes are 
weak, though, if you push on them from the side. Try it with an empty toilet 
paper tube. Press with both hands on the opposite ends and it’s pretty strong. 
This is called compression strength since you are trying to compress the tube. 
It’s amazingly strong. But if you push in the middle, the tube buckles. This is 
called a shear force, and tubes do not handle that very well.

Putting several smaller tubes together is a way to make your table drasti-
cally stronger. The cable that holds up the Golden Gate Bridge is created that 
way for the same reason. It uses a bunch of individual cables that are braided 
together. You can’t braid your paper tubes, but binding them together makes 
the table stronger. It is also much easier to roll the individual small tubes than 
it would be to roll a fat tube. 

On each table leg, you also have to worry about the pressure. Pressure is 
force divided by area. The total force is the sum of all the books and tabletop. 
The force is split between all of the legs. A bigger area has less pressure. The 
larger tube legs have more area, so they can handle larger forces. A steak knife 
cutting into the skin of a potato can create more pressure than an elephant’s 
foot. The knife has a smaller force, but the knife blade has an incredibly tiny 
area. The elephant has a much larger force, but it is spread out over a gigantic 
foot. An elephant in high heels would stab the heels into the dirt and wouldn’t 
be able to walk. Have you ever seen an elephant in high-heeled shoes?

Age-Appropriate Engineering
Since you are only using scissors, this is safe for all ages. Be careful if the book 
stacks get too tall. For young elementary age students, use smaller books. If the 
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table just supports one book, that’s fine. You may want to introduce pressure if 
they are advanced. 

For upper elementary and middle school students, you can introduce pres-
sure and the importance of the tube. You can also do the toilet paper tube trick 
to teach them about compression forces and shear forces. You can even have 
them calculate the pressure on each leg. Just assume all legs have equal force 
pushing down.

For high school students, you probably want to add the pressure math part. 
You may even encourage them to research ways to make the table even stron-
ger. This can be done by adding cross braces and new materials.
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