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Students overcame mechanical and pro-
gramming challenges to build their robots.

Future NASA
Engineers

The impressive robots built by 11-14
year-olds look amazing similar to the
Mars Rover created by NASA. They
share structural characteristics such
as their geometric design, sturdy sus-
pension and mobility systems. And,
at close inspection, it seems that their
autonomous navigation software is
also remarkably alike!

The robots built by OPEF’s Varsity Vex
Robotics teams are complex in both
design and programming capabilities.
Individually customized computer pro-
grams help tell the “brain” of the robot
to gauge its location, align itself within
the playing field using ultrasonic sen-
sors and launch the firing mechanism
to score points. The bots are pro-
grammed by students to move inde-
pendently, track a moving target and
determine a shooting trajectory for the
ping pong. Infrared sensors help find
the light on the target and position the
robot in order to accurately fire.

Michael M, a 6th grader on the Brooks
JV team, explained how fulfilling it was
to construct the robot from scratch.
“I was intimidated at first by the ad-
vanced parts | hadn’t seen before and
all of the experienced people” he said.
“Then | was proud of myself because
| could make this awesome creation
that could move!”
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Battle of the Bots

Rousing organ chants and
dramatic drum beats set the
tone for the exciting 4th An-
nual Battle of the Bots face-off
between the Brooks and Ju-
lian Vex Robotics clubs, held
on February 11th.

The Vex Robotics clubs met
weekly for more than four
months to design, build and
test 17 machines in prepara-
tion for the competition. Stu-
dents were split into Varsity
and Junior Varsity (JV) ros-
ters. JV participants manipu-
lated their robots using remote

control devices to accomplish Teamwork and perseverance were key in the Uber Tuber Challenge and the Ping Pong Fling.

the tube-collecting Uber Tuber

Challenge. Varsity students took on the autonomous
robot contest called Ping Pong Fling, which required a
high level of programming skill.

The robot names reflected the student’s creativity and
sense of humor. Some had intimidating monikers like
Vindicator, ROboBEAST and Nameless One, while oth-
ers had witty titles with social or literary references like
Launch-a-Lot, Pickup Artist, Descartes, and Obama-Bot
v2.0 (Obama-Bot v1.0 dominated the summer competi-
tion). Leonardo da Vinci’s iconic Vitruvian man inspired
the t-shirt illustration of a robotic figure, designed by
Julian team member Keenan B.

Every year the crowd
grows with large bands
of children hugging the
edges of the playing
fields at this much an-
ticipated showdown. The
action alternated from
game to game and the
decibel levels rose with
the cheers, whistles, and
applause in the packed
bleachers of the school

gym.

Designed to Amaze

At the after-school Vex Robotics clubs, motors
and gears were buzzing, the sounds of saws and
wrenches pierced the air, and kids were gathered
around computer monitors to test the course-plot-
ting programs. The linoleum floors amplified the
sounds of ping pong balls dropping and laughter
reverberating as the kids tested their bots.

Mark Pickus, founder of the Oak Park Education
Foundation’s Vex Robotics program and Brooks
coordinator, underscored the important life lessons,
like teamwork and
perseverance, that
Robotics teaches.
“It's very frustrating
to build something
that may or may
not work,” he says.
“The kids learn that
things don’t always
work the first time,
so you have to keep
atit!”

A dedicated group

The gym was packed on February 11 to watch Julian and Brooks compete. of volunteers pro-

Wearing a wireless mi-

crophone to broadcast the play by play, Master of Cer-
emonies Jim Gates kept up with the feverish pace of the
event. Despite the fierce competition, there was plenty
of camaraderie between the opposing teams. The re-
sults: Brooks won the Uber Tuber Challenge, while Ju-
lian prevailed in the Ping Pong Fling.

Like A Mosquito in a Nudist Colony.

Where Do You Begin?

Hear this and other words of wisdom as we honor
Ade Onayemi, former District 97 board president,
at our William C. Staszak Award Dinner on April 25,
2009. Our special host is Zoraida Sambolin, anchor
of Chicago’s NBC 5 “News Today.” To buy tickets,
donate auction items, or buy ads, contact (708) 524-
3026 or pquilling@op97.org.

vided calm and con-
sistent guidance as builders made design changes
and programmers fine-tuned their software. Habi-
ba, a Fulbright Student from Pakistan, who is get-
ting her Ph.D. at UIC in computer science, helped
Brooks students throughout the fall and winter. With
a wide smile, she said that she has loved every mo-
ment of the experience. Rick Easty, a volunteer at
Julian and parent of 7th grader Micah, described
how great it was to see the kids have their “ah-ha”
moments as they're tweaking the design of their
robots. “They think through a problem, begin to
understand concepts, and figure out their own an-
swers by trial and error.”



Geared Up students experiment with engineer-
ing using Legos.

Geared Up teaches
pre-Robotics skills

“The Geared Up Program was fantastic,”
said Sarah Martin, Longfellow teacher,
who recently completed this OPEF pilot
program that uses Legos to teach sci-
ence, math and engineering to 3rd-5th
graders. Students work in pairs to build
and test models, measure distance,
time, speed, and weight, and experiment
with balanced and unbalanced forces
and friction. “I have been teaching 3rd
grade science for 7 years, and I've never
seen my kids more interested in simple

Volunteer Bob Parks:
Working in robotics is his
“dream come true”

Take Note recently spoke with longtime volunteer Bob
Parks about his experience with Oak Park Education
Foundation’s Vex Robotics program. We’re pleased
to share part of his story with you.

Parks has spent most of his professional career as
a computer software consultant for the firm he co-
founded in 1981. After seeing a presentation on
thought-controlled prostheses by the Rehabilitation
Institute of Chicago’s (RIC) Neural Engineering Cen-
ter for Artificial Limbs (NECAL) in 2006, Parks offered
his services as a volunteer. Soon after, he was hired
as a consultant to design a new generation of pros-
thetics control research software. His inspiring work
with NECAL helps to improve the function and quality
of life for people who have suffered limb loss. Us-
ing experimental “reinnervation” techniques, NECAL
patients are controlling artificial limbs using thought,
and “feeling” what they are touching with prosthetic
limbs.

How did you get involved with Vex ;i
Robotics? I've been a Global Vil-
lage scientist for over ten years, and
worked part of that time with Tim
Walsh, a fantastic science teacher at
Julian Middle School who has taught
me a great deal about working with f
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students. When Tim was approached
about getting a Vex Robotics club go-
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kids that struggled and were frustrated.
| was able to relate to them and let them
know how difficult it was for the teach-
ers as well. It helped them work through
these frustrations knowing that Legos
were difficult for many adults. It was so
refreshing to see their smiling faces after
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Newsletter articles for this issue are by
Sophia Lyman; photos are by Cindy
Trim (Vex Robotics) and Paul Goyette
(Geared Up), with thanks to Susan Parks
for the picture of her husband.

We've come a long way from the first season. Last
year, we introduced an autonomous challenge with
a random maze navigation that was very straightfor-
ward mechanically, but quite challenging in terms of
programming. (Autonomous means the robot’s pro-
gram is making all the decisions itself and not getting
any input commands from a human holding a remote

problem. The trick is to point them in the right direc-
tion and help them to arrive at a solution themselves.
These experiences are the things that endure in their
memory and provide concrete examples that the prin-
ciples learned in math and science class are more
than relevant; they are key to success.
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