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An educational and fLut toy, this roller run was

N making a toy for usc by a
childrcn's playgroup, I had in
mind parlicularly the older
children in the eroup, ie those

--- nearer five years of age rather
thaD two and a half-. I wanted
someding that was essenliully
cons[uctional but which w.1s also
educ! t ionaL and would g i ! r  Lhem lors
ol fun dnd srimularion. Thc mJrble or
roller run idea came about as a
developmenl of the constructional
possibilities ofTercd by wooden bricks,
which the playgroup already had. and
offers the chance to build vdrious
diffcrent constructions which can be'lestcd' for their effeclivenes!, ie
whcther they will altow a ball to
desccnd from one level Lo thc nex and
so on !o the ground.  Thrs nr in ! i l lc  $ i l l
ob!  ioDd) need ro be demon\Lrnkd ro
young childrcn in the first instancc.
but once seen and understood, they
quickly grasp the idca dnd can be very
aoven$rous m plannrng vanous
constructions of two,lhrcc or mole
rowcr stacks depending on thc number
of pieces available.

Safety
Because this toy

youngslers,
possibly under
three years of age.
the balls must be
large enougn nor ro

choking hazard.
The Brilish
Srandard BS 5665
Pari I says thai no
detachable part of

a toy should fil into a cylinder ofthe
dimensjons shown in ( /:is. 1), and rhis
ruled out the use ofmarblcs $,hich
werc my first choice, as they would
lail thi! choke hazard tesr. The balls
and dimensions of the runners
thercfore had to be enlarged to suit
these safety criteria.

Basic units
The con\rrucrion ihar I opted fbr is

based on a simple dcsisn whjch
coDsists oflwo basic unils: the runners
and the building blocks or spacer

Spacer cubes
Thele are macle as shown in the

drawing. The sides are cr1 ou1 first and
the rcbates for the base and 1op pieces
rouled on eiiher side to suiL. t-rsc a set
squarc 1o check that the assefthlic\ drc
accuratc and !hus easy to stack ibr I
slnall child.

dc.signcd hy Jartet Catntirh.ttl for childran in o
lrloygt'oup as a derelopncrtt el th! more
conyentiorLal huildinp bricks.In this casethe i
children can test their q91s u' u gp p4; 1 p;99 if t hey
v,ork witlt the ball arrivin oJ the rm.

of treech at the top. As rhe slopirs
srnp is posilioned fairly centrally, this
is quirc a strong assembly. At the
lo*,er end ofrhe runner the sloping
piece lbrms $e bouom ofthe
assembly and so to give fufher
srrength ro rhc\c t icec\ 

' l ids or rops
ure rdded. Thc\c Jre 72nxn squares
rebated on the undcrside to give a
positive housing Lo the side pieces.

To help in the asscrnbly. tl!inrplejig
was made up to give both rhe correcr
spacing bctweeD dre blocks and also
the nght angle of slope (F,.s. -2).

cubes. The runner consisls of a sn-ip of
wood set on a slope bexlccn two'bricks which can be built up inlo a
to$cr using the extra cubes or spacers.
Thc brll drops tluough a holc at the
bouom ofdre runner to land on thc
rxnner beb$,and so continue its
downward path.

F IG .2
JIG FOqGUIIIG CORRECTSPACI G

I found that the mosl cliccrile ansle
fo. the run $,as.l degrecs. Any steeier
rhar this and the ball runs bo fasr. and
any shallower than this and it runs
unrel'ably. Much ma! dcpcnd or the
size and $,eight ofrhe balls you u\e, so
some expenmcntation may be

The slopcs of the rumers are sinrply
glued with pva hetweer T2nm squairs
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Cnl t ing the channels
I used a router to cui the ball

Sroo\es in  thc s loping p ieces but  had
Io do this in scveral passes because the
bn I  h. rd $as too snra l l .  You could of
course make up thc channels as three
separate pieces and hrvc no need to

Holes
Su.pnsingly. the size olthe hole is

lairly criLical. It is irlportant that the
ball hesitates slightly betbre dropping
down bccause this adds a degree ol'
anricipaLion and excitement lbr rhe
kids. lt also mxkcs the game last
lorger The hole I dnllcd was 39mm in
dianeter to accommodatc a ball 38mln
in diaDeter. so you can scc ir is a faifly
Light fir.

The runn€rs
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r0'A sons otdilletent larouts
are Possible using the
runnerc and space.s, vith limits
only inposed by the nunbetat pieces which have been nade.

t'inish
Once all rhe pieccs have been

assembledj care should be taken lo
clean up:r l l  lhc pieces. r 'ounding over
Jl l  sh:xt  edgcr to prevcnr damrse ro
small fingers, and a non-toxic finish
can ften be applied. In Iny casc I used
scveral coats of polylrrcrhane vamish,
rubbed down in betwccD.

Conclusion
This litllc toy givcs surpnsingly

good play vnlue lbr wha( is cssenl ial ly
3 very basic idea. It is. or can be. very
inexpcnsive. I used beech throughour
which cosl t10.65. Made in fumirurc
grade p;ne il would cosl less lhnn half
hfthal or indccd it could be mlde lrom

\ 6ftculs ofvari{)us timbcrs which nrighr
cv€n add to irs visual nnd racrilc
aPPeal.
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