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tinkering with 
activity development

build a sandbox
build a sandbox around an activity or 
phenomena that you are curious about 
and want to explore. pick something 
manipulatable that can give you immediate 
feedback. You could build a sandbox around 
light and shadow, balance, color, animation, 
circuits, mark-making, programming . . . what 
would you like to explore?

what do you need to explore your theme? 
gather a set of tools and materials, and 
make a space to experiment. Play around and 
see what you discover!

dig deeper
what do you find exciting or compelling 
about your theme? did anything surprise 
you? what do you want to try next? look 
for artists that are playing around with 
your theme, what wonderful ideas are they 
experimenting with?

what can you add or take away from your 
sandbox to make it deeper? 

refine the tools and materials, and keep 
experimenting. the tinkering never stops! 
the deeper you dig, the more you discover 
and the more there is to explore as
ideas build on one another. 

where to find more
wonderful ideas

THE HAVING OF WONDERFUL IDEAS
by Eleanor Duckworth

OK GO TED Talk, 
How to Find a Wonderful Idea

SOME REFLECTIONS ON DESIGNING 
CONSTRUCTION KITS FOR KIDS

by Mitchell Resnick and Brian Silverman

MAKING SPACE IN THE MAKERSPACE: 
Building a Mixed-Ability Maker Culture 

by Meryl Alper
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reflect
sharing a new idea with your friends and 
colleagues and reflecting together is an 
important part of activity development. 
You can help each other see the 
possibilities and take the ideas further 
when you work together. Invite a few 
trusted colleagues into the sandbox  to 
experiment with you. reflect together on 
how it felt, what you noticed, and what you 
want to try next. 

what was hard? exciting? surprising? 
frustrating? how would you introduce the 
activity to someone else?

experimenting and reflecting together can 
help to develop a tentative idea into a rich 
tinkering activity.

reflecttry it out

we’re trying
something 

new !

set up a space to try the activity with 
others. start small, let people know you are 
experimenting with a new idea, and ask them 
to help you try it out. 

arrange the space in a way that allows people 
to see what others are trying. 
offer a variety of examples, a prompt to 
get started, and you might want to create 
a place for people to contribute what they 
make, like an example table or a collaborative 
installation. 
reflect on the experience. how did it go? what 
did people try? where did they 
get stuck? 
refine the materials, 
rearrange the space, go back 
to the sandbox,  and try it 
again.

the tinkering never stops . . .

 
 

 

    

tall ladders**
support learners
and help them to go 
farther.

wonderful ideas need a low floor, wide walls and a high ceiling* to thrive. you can lower
the floor, raise the ceiling and widen the walls for your activity by making small 
changes. Try experimenting with the materials, examples, prompts and the environment 
to see what opens up new possibilities.

** high ceilings can be hard to reach! 
Meryl Alpert added tall ladders, ramps 
and frames of interest to engage learners. 

wide walls
support and suggest a wide
range of explorations. there
are many paths to explore, 
depending on one’s interests
and passions.

a low floor
makes it easy to
get started

a high ceiling
makes room for complexification 

* Resnick and Silverman’s
 design principles

wonderful ideas thrive when activities have a low floor, wide walls and a high ceiling. you can 
lower the floor, raise the ceiling and widen the walls of an activity by making small changes. 
try experimenting with the materials, examples, prompts and the environment to see which 
changes open up new possibilities. 

**high ceilings can be hard to reach! Meryl Alper 
added tall ladders, ramps and frames of interest 
to engage learners of all abilities.

*Resnick and Silverman’s design principles
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