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Newton High robotics rookies take the prize
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Newton - The Techno Ninjas of Newton High School wowed judges at the regional FIRST Robotics competition held at the Jacob Javits Center in New York. The group has been selected to attend the national competition in Atlanta from April 15 through 17.

The team, which is composed of Newton High School students from all grade levels and a few eighth graders, worked diligently on their robot, “Bender” over a six-week period.

“It’s not us who does the work, it’s the kids,” said James Hofmann, technology teacher at the Halsted Middle School, who was one of the group’s advisors.

There were 68 teams competing at the regional event, for which the Techno Ninjas ranked number 28 overall, placing first in the rookie category.

Hofmann and James Wooster, computer science teacher from Newton High School, teamed up to oversee the students’ work.

“They are all a great bunch of students,” said Wooster. “They built the robot and we helped them implement it.”

The process and competition was launched by FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology), a non-profit 501 (c) (3) group with a mission to empower children to tap into the excitement of science and technology through hands-on innovation.

“It’s as close to ‘real-world engineering’ as a student can get,” said Dean Kamen, founder and overseer of the FIRST Robotics program.

According to Hofmann, the team received a box of parts on Jan. 9, with which the students designed and assembled a robot, which took nearly 100 hours worth of combined work.

At the regional competition, the robots competed against one another in soccer matches, for which they were judged on performance. Engineers questioned the students on their use of materials. Newton was one of the only teams that Hofmann said used an engineer’s notebook to chronicle the steps in their work.

Two Newton students, senior Lincoln Noggle and junior Ryan Wolfrum, ranked on FIRST’s dean’s list. There were 12 participants selected at the regional competition out of nearly 500. Noggle has earned a $15,000 annual college scholarship to RPI (Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute) for his involvement in the school’s robotics program.

Dr. G. Kennedy Greene, superintendent of Newton Public Schools, said, “This was clearly a tremendous experience for our Robotics Team members. Their excellent performance and dedication has made their coaches, parents, sponsors, and our entire school community very proud.”

The Techno Ninjas were awarded a $7,000 grant from the NDEP (National Defense Education Program) to assist them with their robot’s construction. They have received sponsorship and mentoring assistance from Thorlabs. Picatinny Arsenal’s robot bomb disposal group, NJIT, parents and other robotics teams, including Pope John, also guided the team. FIRST’s principle of “gracious professionalism,” in which competing teams help one another, is a facet within the competition.

The next challenge for the team is to raise $20,000 for the Techno Ninjas and Bender the Robot to participate in the Atlanta event.

Alex Cable, founder and president of Thorlabs said, “We are thrilled that the Newton team has had such great success as relative newcomers to the Robotics competition circuit. They have dedicated leaders and a supportive administration. Thorlabs is thrilled to continue to support the efforts of the team. Fostering science and engineering endeavors at the middle and high school levels will produce more science and engineering majors in our colleges and universities, something the U.S. needs right now.”

For more information about the Newton Robotics Team or to help them in their fundraising efforts towards their Atlanta trip, call James Wooster at Newton High School at  201-704-4884  201-704-4884 or James Hofmann at Halsted Middle School at  973-903-9774  973-903-9774 .






