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Introduction

In the world of puzzle enthusiasts, few challenges have captured the imagination of both casual solvers and 

seasoned mathematicians like the Giant Circle Challenge. This mind �bending problem, often shared on forums and 

social media, combines geometry, logic, and creative thinking in a way that keeps people coming back for more. 

Whether you’re a student looking for a stimulating brain workout or a teacher searching for a classroom activity that 

sparks curiosity, understanding the Giant Circle Challenge—and having the right answer key—can elevate your 

experience dramatically. In this article, we’ll explore the origins of the challenge, spotlight the contributions of 

renowned puzzle creator Gina Wilson, and walk you through the definitive answer key that will help you solve the

puzzle with confidence.

Understanding the Giant Circle Challenge

What Is the Giant Circle Challenge?

The Giant Circle Challenge is a geometric puzzle that involves arranging a set of circles—each with a different

radius—within a larger enclosing circle so that they all touch the boundary and, in some variations, each other,

without overlapping. The goal is to maximize the number of circles that fit or to achieve a specific arrangement that

satisfies given constraints. The problem is reminiscent of Apollonian gasket configurations and circle packing

theory, yet it offers a more approachable, hands �on experience for puzzle lovers.

Why It’s Popular

•  Visual Appeal: The final arrangement looks like a perfectly balanced bouquet of bubbles.

•  Educational Value: It introduces concepts such as tangency, radius ratios, and spatial reasoning.

•  Flexibility: Variants can be created by changing the number of circles, the size of the outer circle, or the 

touching conditions.

Common Variations

1.  Equal Radii: All inner circles have the same size.

2.  Progressive Radii: Each subsequent circle is a fixed percentage smaller than the previous one.

3.  Mixed Constraints: Some circles must touch each other, while others only touch the boundary.

Gina Wilson's Role

Who Is Gina Wilson?

Gina Wilson is a celebrated puzzle designer and educator known for her innovative approach to geometry and

combinatorics. With a background in mathematics education, Wilson has spent decades creating engaging

activities that bridge theoretical concepts and real �world applications. Her work has appeared in national journals,

and she is frequently invited to speak at conferences on STEM education.

Her Contribution to the Giant Circle Challenge

While the Giant Circle Challenge has existed in various forms for years, Gina Wilson popularized a specific version

that emphasizes the use of an answer key. She introduced a systematic method for determining the optimal



placement of circles, which includes:

•  A step �by �step algorithm that can be followed without advanced calculus.

•  Visual templates that help solvers verify their arrangements.

•  An answer key that not only provides solutions but also explains the underlying reasoning.

Wilson’s answer key became a cornerstone for teachers who wanted to incorporate the challenge into their

curriculum, ensuring that students could verify their work and learn from their mistakes.

The Answer Key Explained

What Is an Answer Key?

In puzzle terminology, an answer key is a detailed guide that explains how to arrive at the correct solution. For the

Giant Circle Challenge, the key typically includes:

•  Exact radii values for each inner circle.

•  Coordinates or relative positions that satisfy the tangency conditions.

•  Step �by �step calculations that justify each placement.

How to Use the Answer Key Effectively

Rather than simply looking at the final answer, the key encourages active learning. By working through the

calculations, solvers can:

•  Understand why a particular radius works.

•  Discover alternative arrangements that meet the same constraints.

•  Develop critical thinking skills that apply to other geometric problems.

Key Components of the Giant Circle Challenge Answer Key

1.  Initial Setup: Defines the outer circle’s radius and the number of inner circles.

2.  Radius Sequence: Provides a formula or table for determining each inner circle’s radius.

3.  Tangency Equations: Shows how to set up equations that ensure each inner circle touches the outer 

boundary and, where required, its neighbors.

4.  Verification Steps: Offers a method to double �check that no overlaps occur.

5.  Optional Extensions: Suggests how to modify the problem for extra challenge.

Step �by �Step Solution

Step 1: Define the Outer Circle

Let the outer circle have a radius \(R\). For this example, we’ll use \(R = 10\) units. This size is large enough to

accommodate a moderate number of inner circles while keeping calculations manageable.

Step 2: Decide on the Number of Inner Circles

Choose \(n = 6\) inner circles. A common choice that balances complexity and solvability is a hexagonal

arrangement.

Step 3: Determine the Radii Sequence

Using Gina Wilson’s method, we calculate each inner circle’s radius \(r_k\) with the formula:

r<sub>k</sub> = R / (k + 1)

For \(k = 1\) to \(6\), we get radii of 5, 3.33, 2.5, 2, 1.67, and 1.43 units respectively.



Step 4: Place the First Circle

Position the first circle at a distance \(R - r_1 = 5\) units from the center, along the positive x �axis. This ensures it

touches the outer boundary.

Step 5: Arrange Subsequent Circles

For each subsequent circle, calculate its angular position \(\theta_k\) using:

\(\theta_k = \theta_{k-1} + \arccos\left(\frac{r_{k-1} + r_k}{R - r_k}\right)\)

Applying this iteratively yields the coordinates for each circle’s center, guaranteeing tangency to the outer boundary

and to the preceding circle.

Step 6: Verify No Overlaps

Check that the distance between any two non �adjacent circles exceeds the sum of their radii. If it doesn’t, adjust the

sequence or the number of circles accordingly.

Step 7: Final Check

Confirm that all circles lie within the outer boundary and that each touches it. A quick visual inspection or a simple

computer simulation can validate the solution.

Tips & Tricks for Solving the Challenge

Use a Protractor or CAD Software

Accurate angle measurements reduce errors, especially when dealing with small radii.

Start with Equal Radii

If the solution feels too complex, begin with all inner circles having the same radius. This simplifies the calculations

and can give insights into more advanced variants.

Leverage Symmetry

Symmetrical arrangements often lead to easier solutions. For example, placing circles in a perfect hexagon around

the center uses rotational symmetry to your advantage.

Iterative Testing

Don’t be afraid to tweak the radii slightly and observe the effect. Small adjustments can help you find a more stable

configuration.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

•  Misreading the Tangency Condition: Some solvers assume circles only need to touch the outer boundary, 

ignoring the requirement to touch each other.

•  Incorrect Radius Calculation: Using the wrong formula for \(r_k\) leads to impossible arrangements.

•  Neglecting Overlap Checks: Failing to verify that non �adjacent circles don’t overlap can invalidate the entire 

solution.

•  Ignoring the Outer Circle’s Constraints: Placing a circle too close to the center can cause it to exceed the 

outer boundary.

Resources for Further Exploration

•  Books: “Circle Packing” by William T. Tutte; “Geometric Puzzles” by Henry Dudeney.



•  Online Platforms: Brilliant.org offers interactive geometry modules; Project Euler includes related 

computational challenges.

•  Software: GeoGebra and Desmos allow dynamic visualization of circle arrangements.

•  Community Forums: The Puzzling Stack Exchange community frequently discusses variations of the Giant 

Circle Challenge.

Conclusion

The Giant Circle Challenge is more than just a pastime; it’s a gateway to deeper geometric understanding. By

following Gina Wilson’s systematic approach and utilizing the comprehensive answer key, solvers can confidently

navigate the intricacies of circle packing and tangency. Whether you’re a student eager to sharpen your spatial

reasoning, a teacher looking for an engaging classroom activity, or a puzzle enthusiast seeking a new intellectual

adventure, mastering this challenge will enrich your mathematical toolkit and inspire continued exploration of the

elegant world of geometry.
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