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With plenty of wires, nuts and bolts, determination

and imagination, the FIRST Robotics Club at
Smithtown High School is preparing to enter its first
year of competition; the goal - to build a better robot.

The FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of
Science and Technology) Robotics Competition is an
annual nationwide design contest that -brings young
people and professionals together in teams to solve an
engineering design problem in an intense and competi-
tive way. All student teams in the competition are given
the same materials and the same task, which is to cre-
ate a robot that can perform different operations.

January 5 marked the kick off for the FIRST
Robotics Competition. Club members spent their
Saturday morning at the freshman campus at a kick off
celebration where they watched the team rules for the
2002 season via satellite on the NASA Channel. They
reassembled that night at the high school where they
met their Technology Advisor Chuck Dennis fresh
from his trip to New Hampshire where he had picked
up the club's robot kit. The kit includes the motor,
pneumatics and battery supply that all teams participat-
ing in the competition will use nationwide, so that all
the major parts are exactly the same. The club is
responsible for acquiring all the other materials neces-
sary for the creation of the robot, like the radio controls,
CAD programs (computer aided design) and joysticks.

At the regional area competition hosted at Suffolk
Community College in .March, Smithtown will debut
its robot and will compete against other schools in a
game that requires their robot to put as many balls as it
can into a goal. The task is more difficult than it seems
because the goal can be moved by the opponent's robot
and points only count if they are scored when the goal
is in a certain area.

MORETHAN TINKERTOYS: Students examine the
parts they will have to use in building a robot for the
FIRST Robotics Competition.
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Now that the students have their directives, "They
will work on it every single day and at all hours,"
Dennis said, adding that arrangements may have to be
made for the students to sleep over night at the school
and have breakfast in the morning, then get right back



to work, in order for the robot to be ready within the six
weeks given for the competition.

The FIRST Robotics Club, based on the FIRST
Robotics Competition, is new to Smithtown High
School.

The success and popularity of the robotics club has
been a pleasant surprise. "When I brought the idea up
to Elaine Champey [Research Coordi!1atorfor the club]
and Mr. . Ehmann last year," Smithtown's
Superintendent of Schools Dr. Charles Planz said. "I
figured we'd have four or five kids, but we have fifty to
sixty students."

"Programs like this help to empower our students.
make them more self confident and give them an edge
in life," Planz stated. "These are the things that make a
difference."

The club not only supports those interested in robot-
ic design, but also gives students the opportunity to test
their business, organizational and artistic skills. This is
especially true since Dennis decided to create the club
as a corporation.

"I set the club up as a corporation because I wanted
the whole school involved," Dennis said. He realized
that there were many more aspects to the club beyond
the actual knowledge of technology, including
fundraising and advertising. The club is formed into
management, robotic design, CAD, webpage
design/graphics, finance, advertising, manufacturing.
and electrical. As in a true corporation, each group
takes care of their aspect of the business in order for the
whole to work.

"I am guiding them to make Smithtown's club real-
ly a learning experience. They are learning how the real
world works," said Dennis.

While the design departments of the corporation are
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.' InN~~ember,the clublicked off its 1
year with a fundraising dinner th~t
introduced businesses in the commuOl-
ty to the club. The evening featured
guest speaker Dave Lavery, Program
Executive for Solar and Planetary
Exploration NASA. Later that month,
Charles A. Baldassano, president of the
Baldassano Architectural Group,
donated an additional $2,600 to help
finance the club.

"This is another outstanding addi-
tion tn a -trl1Iy ('nllege. .like-atmosphere
"atSmithtown High School for students
who chose to work at that level,"
Smithtown Principal Ed Ehmann said
of the club. "It is a nice outgrowth of
our research program."

Ehmann said the high level of inter-
est in the program is a credit to the

.,teachers involved. "We get a good
response because the staff works so
well with the kids. If the teachers get
excited about a project, the students get
excited too. Robotics is very popular
today. It's no longer uncool to be asso-
ciated with the technological aspects of
life. It's actually quite coo\. There's a
big difference between now and 20
years ago."
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in high gear working towards comple-
tion of the robot, the group effort of
running the club still exists. As design
teams thought about how the robot
should be created on January 5, Amy
Ho, treasurer of the club, worked with
her finance team online searching for
companies in the community who
could serve as potential donors. "We
still need money," Ho said to help
defray the costs of traveling to Florida
for the national competition in April.

Through its fundraising efforts and
its outreach for guidance during the
course of the program, the club is prov-
ing that it takes a community to build a
robot.

Christina Alzona and Michael Kraus
former FIRST competitors and stu-
dents at Stony Brook University have
offered their help as mentors to the
club in its first year of competition.
The university will also allow
Smithtown's students access to their
research, design, and construction
facilities in order to fabricate parts and
build the robot.


