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RUBE GOLDBERG MACHINES 
So, are you interested in building a Rube Goldberg-style machine 

with little kids? This handout will give you a few tips and ideas 

to make your own complicated machine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About Rube Goldberg 

For the uninitiated, Rube Goldberg was an American Pulitzer Prize 

winning cartoonist, sculptor, author, engineer, and inventor, and his 

work is a classic example of the melding of art and science.  

Goldberg began his career as an engineer, and later became a  

cartoonist who drew elaborate illustrations of contraptions made up 

of pulleys, cups, birds, balloons, and watering cans that were  

designed to solve a simple task such as opening a window or setting 

an alarm clock. Interestingly, Goldberg only drew the pictures, and 

never built any of his inventions. However, these pictures have since 

served as inspiration for makers and builders who want the  

challenge of making wild inventions to solve everyday problems. 
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Step 1: Get Inspired 

First things first, you’ll want to watch some Rube Goldberg contrap-

tions in  

action to get inspired. We recommend checking out some music vid-

eos by OK Go on YouTube. (They are the masters at creating Rube 

Goldberg Machines!) 

Step 2: Solve a Problem 

Next, come up with a simple problem that you’re trying to solve. For 

example: 

 Ring a Bell 

 Pop a Balloon 

 Open a Door 

 Shut a window 

 Put out a candle 

Once you have a problem sorted out (and don’t worry – you can 

change this later if you want), gather supplies… 

Step 3: Gather Supplies 

(See last page of this handout) 

Step 4: Get Building! 

Once you have the supplies ready, start building. We recommend 

keeping this simple for preschoolers. The basic concept that we’re 

exploring is that of a chain reaction, so anything that tips something 

else over (and so one) is what you’re going for.  
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5 Tips for Success 

 Success breeds enthusiasm, so keep the steps to a minimum. 

You can  

always add more as you go. 

 Keep your expectations low 

 Ask your child for ideas and input 

 Work collaboratively 

 Aim to have fun 

 

A Note on Failure 

As you test and try out different set-ups, you’ll undoubtedly fail a few 

times. But this is great news! Failure is an intrinsic piece of the  

invention process, and without these mistakes we won’t learn how 

things really work. So embrace failure and celebrate it as part of the 

learning process. 

 

 

https://tinkerlab.com/on-failure/
https://tinkerlab.com/on-failure/
https://tinkerlab.com/failure-is-not-trying/
https://tinkerlab.com/failure-is-not-trying/
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Things that Roll 

Marbles 

Balls: Tennis, Baseball, Bowling, 

etc. 

Toy Cars 

Dominoes 

Skateboard 

Roller Skate 

Mousetrap 

Things that Move 

Mousetrap 

Dominoes 

Toaster 

Fan 

Ramps 

Toy Train Tracks 

Marble Runs 

Books 

Trays 

PVC pipe 

Plastic tubing 

Gutters 

Household Materials 

Chopsticks 

Popsicle Sticks 

Ruler 

Wooden Blocks 

Bowl 

String 

Tape 

Sand 

Pins 

Hammer 

Balloons 

Water 

Fan 
 

Recyclables 

Cardboard 

Cereal Boxes 

Cardboard Rolls 

Plastic Water Bottles 

Cans 

Aluminum Foil 

IDEAS LIST 


