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Clearwater Citizen article: Kidslearn to competein Robofest competition
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Dunedin Beacon article: Kidslearn, excel in Robofest
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Take math, add some

plastlc toys

JIM HARRINGTON

CLEARWATER — Legos, those little in-
terlocking plastic bricks that kids used to
builel cars, log cabins have a great deal to
dio with math, geometry and acience,

They're now robots in the making.

That's what Emma Alaba has been
teaching shudents who come to her eome-
puter learning business, And assisting
her with the process is Steve Nies, who
operates a Web site to help Alaba’s
clients learn about the mteraction of al-
gebra, a liitle physics and robotics.

The idea behind the parinership is o
give students a hands-on feel for the con-
cepts behind such huzy concepts like al-
gebra and other math subjects,
They apply the knowledge they've
learned o a moving object, lile a robot,

Nies shows the students a robot and
fefls them they will eventually make Star
Wars robot B2-D2 walk.

But first, they have to learn how ratios
and other math concepts fit into the
equation. At wew.robotportal net, regs-
tered users can poke around inoa safe;
kid friendly atmosphere where they will
find other robot-enthusiasts as well as
robot related Web sites,

Using Mindstorms, a rohotics-teaching
program pit out by Lego, Alaba and Nies
hope to turn on students to the future,

The outlook for robotics appears
promising. A Google news search using
the word "robots” brings up a host of
lirks the technology behined
such robotic-related articles inchading ro-
batic hands and their implications. for
medicine, as well as an automobile man-
ufactirers plans to use “humanolds” to
perform menial tasks and communicate
with each other.

Even Microsoft's Bill Gates recenily
mixde his pitch for robotics. In the Janu-
ary issue of “Sclentific American,” Gates
writes that sclence is in the verge of a
new indusiry using new technologies,
The proflem is that it's a “fragmented in-
dustry” with but a handful of lniversally
accepted principles to gulde it. Gates
likens the current irend in robotics to the
acvent of computers more than 30 years

agp.
That trend, as Nies sees it, should be
grasped by today's students. The eallabo-
ration between Nies and Alaba is a mix of
Web sites, scienee and math instroction,
hands-on learning with computers and,
of course, the plastic building blocks.
The team will bring their program to a
tocal recreation cernter in the summer.
Alaba espectally hopes her enthusinsm
will click with girls, who notoriously fall

make robot

behind i science and math when they
reach adolescence.

That passion for compulers sems (o
b off on perents and kids, said Cynihia
Yevich, the principal of Bicssed Sacra-
mient School in Seminole.

The hands-on component of Alaba’s
and Mies' program is important, It works
on the students in a curious way.

“Hids are learning but having a good
time at the same tme,” said Yevich. Too
often, youths go home and pick up the
remote coniral.

Maybe instead of picking up the TV
controller, some kids will pick up a
Roomba, another robotic-inspired inno-
vation that combines house-cleaning
chores with a “Jetson™ quality. The
small, round disk-shaped vacuum clean-
er has won over many a homeowner,
both men and wormen, who lve the ma-
chine’s inherent usefulness as a house-
hold tool, but who are just as thrilled
with the “wow” GEetor of its robotics,

Robotics will eventually. Mies hopes, be
a mainstay of the Internet generation's
culiure.

“There's a creativity to its tniqueness.”

Photo coiitesy of Ebikia ALARA
Ciara Mrers learns the essentials of
robotics, including the math and science
behind computer-controlled mechanical
devices.
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