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I have always been fascinated with 
robotics. Back in 2005 when I ýrst 
learned about the Vex line of robots, I 
thought it would be the perfect format 
for Distirct 97 middle school students 
to create robots and learn from that 
experience. And it is! Our Vex Robot-
ics Teams have grown from 4 teams 
in 2005-06 to 15 teams this year. Last 
year we hosted the ýrst all-girlsô teams, 
and this year the excitement grew as 
kids embarked on the new challenge 
of competing with robots operating in 
an autonomous mode. 

Vex Robotics is exciting and engag-
ing for students. They learn the difý-
cult and important skills of sorting out 
disagreements, and collaborating and 
competing as a team. Kids also real-
ize that itôs not just about winning, but 
about learning and working to put forth 
your best effort.

Vex Robotics is one of 4 programs 
sponsored by the Oak Park Educa-
tion Foundation that bring experts 
from the community to do hands-on 
projects with District 97 students.  Vex 
Robotics Teams are open to all Julian 
and Brooks Middle School students, 
and meet after school from October 
through March. We hope youôll join us 
next year as a participant, a volunteer, 
or a spectator at our exciting inter-
school competition in the spring!

Mark Pickus
Vex Robotics Program Coordinator 
and District 97 Student Achievement 
Data Specialist

We Love Robotics

www.oakparkeducationfoundation.org

Spectators Mad for 
Marble Madness
There was a þurry of activity in 
the Brooks Middle School gym 
as the Vex Robotics teams put 
the ýnishing touches on their 
robots, readying them for the 
2008 competition held on April 
3rd.  This year more than 50 
students on 15 teams partici-
pated in the 3rd annual face-
off between Brooks and Ju-
lian.  Spectators screamed and 
cheered when the contest got 
underway.  

In the rows of packed bleacher 
seats, all eyes were on four 
astounding little machines powered by remote control 
that scurried around the playing ýeld in the fast paced 
Marble Madness event. The robots had menacing names 
like Spitting Cobra and Blind Warrior, less threatening 
ones like Billy Goat and Dumbo, and cryptic ones like 
Anti-shoe Abuse and Dysfunctional. Displaying their 
school teamôs þag, blue for Brooks and red for Julian, 
two bots confronted two others on the opposite team 
and attempted to score as many points as possible.  

Team members chanted ñtic tac 
toe!ò and ñpick those blue-
berries!ò encouraging the 
robot drivers to score points 
by scooping marbles (blue-
berries) and eggs and place 
them in the scales located in 
all corners of the competition 
ring.  Winning three scales in 
a row, a tic tac toe, brought in 
15 points as did scaling and 
occupying the center pyramid 
in the ýnal seconds of the round. ñHoly Cowò someone 
said, ñDid you see that bot? That was cool!ò  Younger 
kids sat along the sidelines watching every move. On 
the edge of their seats, parents and siblings leapt to 
their feet as each round came to a close. 

Dazed for the Maze Menace
 
For the ýrst time, this yearôs event included an autono-
mous robot competition.  Because the track 
design was unknown ahead of time, these 
bots had carefully programmed course-plot-
ting abilities to maneuver the maze. Students 
wrote and downloaded navigation programs 
and used sensors such as bumper switches 
and ultrasonic detectors to help instruct the 
machines to make turns and adjust course.  

The bots moved carefully through the maze, 
about 50 feet in total length.  Some were slow 
and cautious as they zig-zagged along, while 
other bots were swift and efýcient but occa-
sionally ran the risk of sensor malfunctions 
as they pivoted around the turns. Parents 
hooted and hollered and teams jumped for 
joy when the bots crossed the ýnish line. 

Robots geared up for Vex showdown

Both teams had many exciting moments in this 
yearôs competition. Nearly one third of Julianôs 
total points were scored in a thrilling 6th round 
of Marble Madness action.   But as the judges 
feverishly calculated the results in the con-
cluding moments, the kids just seemed to be 
enjoying the fun of moment.  Even though itôs 
the team with the highest score that wins the 
match (Julian emerged ahead), it was the cre-
ative process and design challenges that offer 
the reward for this group.

A Dynamic program

ñItôs a great program,ò says 
Alec Bloyd-Peshkin, father 
of Jeremy, who is on the Ju-
lian team for a 2nd year. ñItôs 
nice to have an alternative 
for kids who arenôt going to 
do sports,ò he says. Marbet 

Cuthbert, mother of Claire who is on the girlôs 
team at Julian, shared the positive sentiment of 
the other parents explaining how anxious she 
was to see the competition.  ñItôs unlike any-
thing Claire has ever done since sheôs usually 
attracted to artsy things,ò said Marbet.  ñIôm so 
happy that Claire is involved in a math and sci-
ence type program which is typically guy domi-
nated,ò adding, ñSheôs having a ball!ò    

Your Help Needed
We provide cool programs for Dis-
trict 97 students thanks to the gener-
ous donations of people like you. To 
learn more or make a tax deductible 
donation, go to www.oakparkeduca-
tionfoundation.org. Thank you!




