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Introduction 

At UNC Chapel Hill, the first annual Carolina Challenge 

Makeathon was a week-long event to promote collaborative 

cross-campus entrepreneurship and the creation of digital and 

physical products. It challenged students to develop 

innovative solutions to problems with a theme of social 

impact. Teams were comprised of undergraduate and 

graduate students from academically diverse disciplines. 

Participants had special access to workshops, mentors, and 

workspace that facilitated the development, fabrication, and 

iteration of their designs. This event culminated in a Shark-

Tank-like event where students pitched their prototypes for 

the chance to win over $10k in cash prizes and access to 

additional university resources to further their ideas. 

Background 

A. Be A Maker (BeAM) Network 

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) is a 

public research university that serves over 18,000 

undergraduate and 11,000 graduate students. UNC’s Be A 

Maker (BeAM) network of makerspaces is a cross-campus 

endeavor where any UNC affiliated person (student, faculty, 

or staff) can utilize the makerspace for coursework, research, 

entrepreneurship, or personal projects. To access the space, 

users take safety and tool trainings, which then allows them 

to experiment with any tool they are trained on, all at no cost. 

The BeAM network has a variety of tools for both traditional 

and digital fabrication—including sewing machines, a fully-

outfitted woodshop, laser cutters, 3D printers, and more. 

BeAM provides a limited amount of free materials, from 

filament for the 3D printers, to plywood and acrylic for the 

laser cutters, to resistors and capacitors for electronic projects. 

Users are also welcome to bring in their own materials for 

certain equipment, as long as it is approved by BeAM staff. 

At any given time, there are 2 to 4 student staffers present in 

the makerspace to oversee safety in the space and assist users 

in digital design and use of tools. The experience levels of 

makers in BeAM vary widely—from people who have never 

touched a screwdriver to advanced woodworkers with 

decades of experience.  

B. Committee formation 

The committee for the Carolina Challenge Makeathon 

consisted of nine cross-campus partners. This intracampus 

interdisciplinary collaborative team was the key to the success 

of the event.  Innovation and entrepreneurship groups on 

campus (Innovate Carolina and the Kenan-Flagler Business 

School Entrepreneurship Center) provided the majority of the 

funding, strategy and execution of the event. Subject matter 

experts in physical fabrication (BeAM) and digital app 

development (UNC App Lab) provided prototyping support. 

The remaining partners (UNC Libraries, CUBE (UNC’s 

social entrepreneurship hub), Carolina Housing, and 

CRITICL research) all provided promotion, workshops, 

office hours, and served as judges during the event.  

The event grew from strategic partnerships already in place 

between Carolina Housing, BeAM, and Kenan-Flagler. After 

an internal discussion about ways to engage residential 

students in making and entrepreneurship, and conversations 

with staff at the entrepreneurship live-learn community at NC 

State University, the Carolina community came together to 

create their own event. The scope of the event expanded 

rapidly after buy in across campus: the makerspace network 

only supports physical product development, but many 

students want to work on the Next Great App, how can we 

support them? How can students find the resources they need 

to do appropriate market analysis and scoping? How can we 

direct students towards problems worth solving, instead of the 

next pizza delivery service? Through questions and 

conversations like these with colleagues across campus, the 

theme and structure quickly emerged. 

Fig. 1 Four Makeathon teams during the event 
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C. Makeathon structure and theme 

Our event was broken up into two categories: physical 

product development and digital product development. Each 

of these groups were then subsequently divided into early and 

late stage prototypes to accommodate students at every stage 

of the design process. 

One of the missions of this event is to get students out of their 

academic silos. In order to meet this goal, students were 

required to form teams of 3 – 5, and represent at least 3 

different majors. To support the formation of academically 

diverse teams, we hosted two teambuilding and networking 

events to get students mixed up and together to meet new 

people. We additionally created a Facebook group for 

students to meet each other digitally.  

The UNC Makeathon team wanted to challenge students to 

get excited and interested in solving key problems, whether it 

be on campus or across the globe. We wanted to focus our 

students on a theme, especially to support our students newer 

to making and prototyping to help guide the direction of their 

problem solving. Thinking about the founding principles of 

the university: lux, libertas—light and liberty—we decided 

on “social impact” as our theme.  

As a team, we decided on a week-long event—starting on a 

Sunday night, and ending on a Saturday afternoon. The 

kickoff event covered information about the event as well as 

a design thinking workshop hosted by a UNC professor and 

entrepreneur.  

Challenges were peppered throughout the week, with 17 

mentors who held a total of 71 office hours, 15 workshops 

covering themes from Arduino to designing a logo and 

perfecting your pitch, and 27 open hours of the makerspaces 

exclusively for makeathon participants. These events can be 

seen in the screenshot of the calendar of events in Fig. 2.  

Resources were posted on the Makeathon website [1] for 

students to easily access. Workshops were video recorded in 

order to give students access to content if they were unable to 

attend the program at a given time.  

The final event saw each group of students (early stage 

physical, late stage physical, early stage digital, late stage 

digital) compete within their groups for the final prizes. They 

gave 5-minute pitches to convince a panel of makers, 

entrepreneurs, and campus leaders why their product should 

win the event.  

Expectations of product development for each group were 

slightly different based on where they came into the week. For 

example, early stage digital teams can present a mockup only, 

but late stage digital teams should have a functional prototype 

with measurable growth during the week.  

The students were judged upon four categories: social impact, 

quality of product, business model, and attendance at 

Makeathon events, with each category carrying equal weight.  

Results and Participant Experience 

138 students on 37 teams started the week—by the end of the 

week, 6 teams declined to compete in the final event, for a 

total of 120 participants in the finale.  

Participants competed against others in their tracks for two 

prizes in each room: a $1000 first place prize and a $500 

runner up prize. We awarded additional prizes for best social 

media strategy, most creative makerspace use, best digital 

design, and most progress on a prototype (physical and 

digital). The grand prize—an additional $1000, was given to 

the team with the best 30 second pitch, judged by the entire 

room’s audience applause. The Stedman family endowed the 

Carolina Challenge in 2005 to provide UNC students the 

opportunity to experience entrepreneurship and win money. 

We surveyed students during the final event to learn about 

their experience.  94% of participants surveyed would either 

participate in a future makeathon or recommend it to their 

friends. Our event spanned 47 different undergraduate majors, 

and had gender parity in the event. An additional unexpected 

result was that 31% of participants were first year 

undergraduates—highlighting that we were able to reach 

students at the beginning of their interest in entrepreneurship. 

Timing and the process of awarding points for attendance at 

office hours and other events was the main point of negative 

feedback about the event.  

The ten winning and runner-up teams were provided 

additional access to resources to step up their endeavors. They 

were then encouraged to apply to the Launch Chapel Hill 

summer accelerator series which provides a $5000 stipend, 

access to intensive programing, resources, and office space to 

bring their venture to the next level. Of the 10 student groups 

in the Summer 2019 cohort, 5 are winners of the makeathon.  

Conclusion 

The first annual Carolina Challenge Makeathon successfully 

exposed 138 students across campus to digital and physical 

making, entrepreneurship across campus and in the 

community, and a wider community of student innovators. By 

carefully crafting the theme, rules, and structure of the event, 

the committee developed a positively received maker sprint 

event with further opportunities for innovation and 

advancement. The next Makeathon will be held in the spring 

of 2020, and moved to a different week in order to minimize 

impact to students’ academic schedules. We anticipate that 

interest generated during Makeathon 2019 in combination 

with a longer marketing campaign will make next year’s 

Makeathon bigger and better than ever.   
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Fig. 2: Calendar of Makeathon Events 
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