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SIMPLE MACHINES AND CHAIN REACTIONS

OKGoSandbox.org
Playful Learning Lab, University of St. Thomas

Dr. Annmarie Thomas apthomas@stthomas.edu 

Anything created using engineering design process 
stems from the ideas found in simple machines 
(i.e. wheels, axles, levers, incline planes, pulleys, 
wedges and screws). 

The purpose of this resource is to teach the idea 
of mechanical advantage, and demonstrate the 
importance of different kinds of simple machines.

Mechanical advantage is the idea that one can 
input lesser amounts of force and result with an 
output of greater force. The ratio between the 
applied and resultant forces is the quantifiable 
definition of mechanical advantage.

Resource Time: 45-75 min or Two Class 
Periods

INTRODUCTION

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
Identify the six different kinds of simple machines, and how they utilize mechanical advantage
Understand how simple machines work within chain reaction machines and everyday life
Strengthen teamwork skills through an engineering design challenge
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MATERIALS 

Bring in items yourself and/or encourage 
students to bring items from home 

e.g. marbles, tape, toy cars, string, paper 
cups, tubes, cardboard etc.

ACTIVITY 
Play OK Go “Simple Machines Scavenger Hunt” Challenge video on OKGoSandbox.org. (Time 2:23 min)

Ask your students to find an example of each kind of simple machine and write it down using the 
following OK Go music video.

Play OK Go’s “This too Shall Pass” music video (Time 3:53 min)

It’s likely that some students won’t find all six types, prompt them to talk to their neighbors and then 
start a class discussion to talk about some of their examples. 

(Start of Optional Second Day)

Explain the concept of chain reaction machines: simple machines combined together to form a multi-
step process that may or may not end by completing a basic task. 

Have the students split into groups of 3-5. Challenge the students to use two or more types of simple 
machines to create their own chain reaction machine. If desired you can further challenge students 
to complete the same basic task (e.g. opening a book, pouring something into a bowl, put a ball into a 
basket, etc.)
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