
ART IS… INNOVATION 
“GOT BALLS?” aka “THE MACHINE GAME” 

Staff PD Opener – August 19, 2009 
 

LINE OF INQUIRY: 
How do artists explore diverse perspectives to work on problems worth solving? 

 
GUIDING QUESTION: 

How do both play and hard work foster innovative thinking? 
 

MATERIALS: 
2 large buckets — one filled with 40 balls 

Large printout of a Rube Goldberg machine 
 
This is an ensemble building game.  An ensemble is a group of people who work together for a 
common purpose.  In this case, the purpose is to make a machine.  This game will also help you 
overcome any fear you may have about feeling or looking silly.  Just let loose and really become the 
machine. 
 
1. TEAM BUILDING (5 mins.) Participants find their team number on their E-ticket and gather 

into groups of 8.  Team members call out numbers and gather together in a group. Within the 
group, introduce themselves to each other, and name a machine that they absolutely cannot 
live without & why. (They will get to introduce each other to the larger group.)  
 

2. INTRODUCE RUBE GOLDBERG (5 mins.)  Tell everyone that they are going to become a 
human Rube Goldberg machine. Merriam-Webster definition:  “accomplishing by complex 
means what seemingly could be done simply.” Every group will have time to practice first. 
 

3. MAKE THE MACHINE (5 mins.)  One person starts by making a movement that is a part of 
the machine.  Try to choose a movement that involves your entire body. Be as creative and 
outrageous as possible.  Think about what kind of sounds the machine might make.  The first 
person repeats their sound and movement over and over, as if the machine were running.  
While the first person is doing this, the next person connects and creates their own movement 
and sound.  You don’t actually have to touch, but make sure that it is clear that you are part 
of the same machine.  
  

4. GOT BALLS?  (5 mins.)  Once everyone has practiced, the teams link to make one big 
circular machine.  Bring the bucket labeled “out” (filled with balls) and the empty in-bucket 
to the center of the circle.  The first person will retrieve a ball from the “out” bucket and pass 
it to their right, starting its journey around the circular machine.  As the last person receives 
the ball, they must place the ball into the “in” bucket. The machine must maintain its sound 
and movement as the ball travels.  This action is repeated until the “out” bucket is emptied. 

  
5. GOT GOODIES? (5 mins.) 

  
6. REFLECTION (5 mins.)  What kinds of challenges did you encounter and how did you solve 

them?  Which aspect(s) of the activity allowed you to feel free to let go and play? Did you 
have fun or did it feel more like work?  Can you give the activity a ratio of fun to work?  
What did you learn about someone in your group? The entire group? About yourself?  Could 
you do this activity (or a version of it) with your students? 



 

VARIATIONS ON THE MACHINE 

There are many different ways that you 
can play the Machine game. The only 
limit is your imagination. Encourage 
your students to come up with their 
own ideas. 

o Machines can vary in direction, speed, volume, or exaggerated movement. 
o The machine can get scrambled, jammed, break down or fall apart. 
o Machine can be based on real machines, like a washer, a blender, or a popcorn maker. 
o Machines can be based on factual information like a San Francisco earthquake, 

science lab, neighborhood or Gold Rush machine. 
o Machines can be based on abstract concepts or emotions such as frustration, 

happiness or peace. 
o Machines can use repeated phrases, vocabulary words, letters or sounds. 
o Machines can use math such as times tables, subtraction, addition and equations. 
o Machines can use rhythms, sounds based on musical instruments or songs. 
o Machines can be based on a text such as Sendak’s Where the Wild Thing Are, 

Mozart’s The Magic Flute or Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 
o Machines can be based on things that go on at school, such as getting your lunch, 

working in the garden, library, Sensory Motor or taking a test.  
 

 
ABOUT RUBE GOLDBERG 

Rube Goldberg (1883-1970) was a 
Pulitzer Prize winning cartoonist, 
sculptor, and author. 
 Reuben Lucius Goldberg (Rube 
Goldberg) was born in San Francisco on 
July 4th, 1883. After graduating 
University of California Berkeley with a 
degree in engineering, Rube went on to 
work as an engineer for the City of San 
Francisco Water and Sewers Department. 

 After six months Rube shifted gears and 
left the Sewers Department to become an 

office boy in the sports department of a San Francisco newspaper. While there he began to submit 
drawings and cartoons to the editor until he was finally published. Rube soon moved from San 
Francisco to New York to work for the Evening Mail drawing daily cartoons. This led to syndication 
and a national presence – and the rest is history. 

Best known for his “inventions”, Rube’s early years as an engineer informed his most acclaimed 
work. A Rube Goldberg contraption – an elaborate set of arms, wheels, gears, handles, cups, and 
rods, put in motion by balls, canary cages, pails, boots, bathtubs, paddles, and live animals – takes a 
simple task and makes it extraordinarily complicated. He had solutions for How To Get The Cotton 
Out Of An Aspirin Bottle, imagined a Self-Operating Napkin, and created a Simple Alarm Clock – 
to name just a few of his hilariously depicted drawings. 


