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Submitted photo - Caitlin Bailey, a new robotics team member from Halsted Middle School, demonstrates the robot’s skills to children at Merriam Avenue School.
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Every teacher will tell you that kids learn best when their lesson plans include fun; the Newton FIRST Varsity Robotics Team will confirm that the best kind of fun is hands-on fun
During their recent visit with the third- through fifth-grade students at Merriam Elementary School, Team 3142 knew that it would be important to engage the students when introducing their robot SnAperture. Magda Dworzycki, a former student and the team’s administrative manager, opened the presentation with a boisterous “Hello” asking students some questions and setting the tone for an afternoon.
Jon Kimberly, also a graduate of Merriam and a senior on the team, spoke about the importance of safety when working with machinery while the team’s slideshow played.
Todd Schabacker, the team’s project manager discussed the game and the components of the robot. When the students started giggling, he was a bit confused. What was so funny about a hinge mechanism that allows the robot to adjust the trajectory for each shot of the Frisbee? Well, nothing, but the larger-than-life photos behind him of Kimberly and the team making faces and having fun during their recent demonstration at Johnson&Johnson were very funny.
Merriam students were delighted to discover that robotics is not all work. Team members have fun with each other and use that fun to help with the creative and problem solving processes. Challenges that ask teams to design robots that can play soccer, climb poles, and throw Frisbees make learning about mechanics, computer-aided drafting and design, and programming interesting. Seeing a creation come to life to compete brings both excitement and new challenges. Being able to share a creation with peers, introduce mechanical engineering and entertain kids is fun. Seeing those kids become members of FLL (FIRST LEGO League) teams at the middle school level, where many team members got their start, and watch them explore and use STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) knowledge to solve problems is rewarding for the team members.
Caitlin Bailey is one of those kids. An eighth-grader this fall at Halsted Middle School and the newest member of Team 3142, Bailey told the third- through fifth-graders how much fun she was having on the high school robotics team. Bailey demonstrated how Frisbees load into the hopper of the robot while Schabacker and Kimberly shot them through the target set up at the end of the room; each successful shot garnering cheers from the students and teachers.
The most exciting part for the Merriam students, though, was when the kids were asked if they wanted to come up and control the robot. With almost every hand in the room going up, team captain Tess Bugay spun around with eyes closed selecting students to try their hand at the oversized remote control. Just a few moments of tutoring from the Drive Team and the kids were operating SnAperture like professionals.
The team hopes to be able attend the New Jersey State Fair/Sussex County Farm and Horse Show in August with SnAperture as they have in previous years. The team is currently seeking a new sponsor for the fair this year.
When the team participates in community event days, as they did during their recent appearance at the second annual Lowe’s Community Day, members of the community are invited to test drive the robot. Throughout the day, children and adults were encouraged to play Frisbee with the robot. While some children preferred to load the Frisbees, others wanted to drive and shoot while their parents and siblings caught the flying discs from 55 feet away.
Those wishing to check out SnAperture locally and support the team’s outreach will find the team holding a car wash Saturday, July 13, at Sussex Honda on Route 206 North in Newton.
Team 3142, also known as Aperture, will be participating in a presentation of this year’s game at the Liberty Science Center. The team and their robot SnAperture will be demonstrating portions of the Ultimate Ascent challenge with other FRC (FIRST Robotics Competition) robots for the public Saturday, July 20.









