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Curiosity key for members of Robotics teams       8/7/12

By BRUCE A. SCRUTON
bscruton@njherald.com
 
FRANKFORD -- What would keep a high school senior up until well after 1:30 a.m. Monday morning?
 
Robotics. Or, more specifically, the landing of the Curiosity Rover robot on the surface of Mars.
 
"It does a bit more than ours does," said Max Bareiss, a senior at Newton High School and a member of its Apeture robotics team, who watched the NASA television broadcast of the rover's landing and first couple of pictures sent back to Earth.
 
Bareiss and other Sussex County high school students who dabble in robotics have a corner of the Shotwell Building where they have a simple display set up and, if enough of them are there, will have the team's basketball-shooting robot working.
 
While the Newton team did the best in the FIRST Robotics Competition this past year, and is a district-designated academic letter activity, Vernon has had a robotics team since 2007 and in its second year, participated in the world finals in Atlanta, said Jinan Andrews, a junior at Vernon High School who has participated there for the past two years.
 
"This past year was a little tough because we had a lot of ‘newbies'", she said. "But we're rebuilding and will be better for 2013."
 
Cassie Yauch, a sophomore at Kittatinny Regional High School, considers herself a "newbie" to robotics, but has been invited to join the Newton team this coming year.
 
Yauch attended the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) camp last week at Picatinny Arsenal where James Hofmann, the adviser to the Newton team was a counselor and invited Yauch to join the team.
 
Hofmann, who has also worked with interested students from Morris County who were auxiliary members of Newton's team last year as they built a base on which to continue at their own high school, similar to what Yauch will do at Kittatinny.
 
And, according to Alexander Miller, a spokeswoman for Thorlabs, that company has donated "start-up" money for robotics programs at Kittatinny, as well as High Point Regional High School, Lenape Valley Regional High School and Wallkill Valley Regional High School for the coming school year. The company, which is a leader in the field of optics and scientific measurement devises and based in Newton, has sponsored the Newton and Pope John robotics programs.
 
Miller said company founder Alex Cable, "hopes to increase interest in technical fields among these students in our country," and has asked the county's high schools to track the number of students going into technical fields after graduation.
 
"Perhaps we can thoughtfully evaluate our work and see if the program encourages interest in engineering, physics and similar fields," she said.
 
Bareiss said he is definitely going into a mechanical engineering program in college, concentrating on robotics, and the two young women said they could see themselves entering the field.
 
"My father and grandfather are in the field," said Andrews, "and a lot of my friends are in the robotics club. Once I saw what you could do with a few pieces of metal, I was hooked."
 
Yauch said she picked up an interest in robots in sixth grade "but what was more like building with Legos."
 
Her interest grew with the STEM camp this year working with robots. "It was a little bit difficult at first, but I'm starting to get used to it."
 
Robotics as a field relies on people from various fields, beginning with those who define the tasks needed to be accomplished, those who design the robots, those who build the robots and those who design the computer programs needed to have the robots move.
 
One of the displays at the Shotwell Building has robots specially programmed for specific tasks.
 
One robot uses an infrared sensor to follow a black tape path around a display table while a second robot uses sonic waves to tell when it's too close to the rail of the table -- or another robot -- and reverses its path.
 
"This one amazes the kids," said Bareiss and he and another student put the robot down inside a piece of 4-inch diameter pipe. In a few seconds, they flip the pipe end-for-end and out crawls the robot.
 
Todd Schabacker, a senior at Newton, stood outside the building with another type of robot, a radio-controlled car which he drove up and down the walkway.
 
He doesn't have the car go more than 25 miles per hour, but the car does have a top speed of about 65 mph.
 
"I've had it up to 85," he said, "But that was going downhill, too."
 
The students said they will try to have someone at the robotics area most of the time, however there are pamphlets to describe the various programs, if nobody is available.
