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FIRST LEGO League

(Reference: http://usfirst.org/roboticsprograms/fll/default.aspx?id=970 - if you watch the slideshow on this page for a few minutes you may see some familiar faces!)
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FIRST LEGO®°League




FIRST LEGO League is part of the FIRST family of international robotics competitions.  FIRST stands for ‘For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology’, and is a 501(c) (3) not-for-profit public charity founded by inventor and entrepreneur Dean Kamen.  Dean believes that technology can be a powerfully positive force in the world and that young people should have access to programs that promote that idea while providing opportunities to build science and technology abilities along with self-confidence, leadership, and life skills.


In FIRST LEGO League (FLL), teams of up to 10 students, ages 9 to 14, have about eight weeks to design, build and program a LEGO based robot capable of autonomously completing a series of tasks within a specified period of time.  At the end of the season, teams from the area meet in a friendly, day long competition.


However, FIRST LEGO League is about much more than just the robot!  Each year the competition is based on a new ‘challenge’.  The challenge deals with some problem the world is facing in which technology may be part of the solution.  Previous challenges have been centered on such topics as protecting the world’s oceans, using energy efficiently, helping people with disabilities, and solving the special challenges that come with cities.  
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The challenge for the 2010 season is called ‘Body Forward’ and it deals with how we might be able to use technology to repair injuries and maximize the body’s potential, with the intended purpose of leading happier and healthier lives.  

How a team’s robot performs on the playing field represents only 25% of their total score! Other factors include their teamwork, how well they can describe the robot technically, and how well they do on their project presentation.  
During the season, teams will be researching and developing a ‘real-world’ solution to a problem presented by the challenge, which is then presented to a panel of judges, usually in the form of a skit or other creative work.  The project presentation is independent of the ‘robot’ portion of the competition, and the solution the team presents to the project challenge does not need to include robotic elements.

Parents are encouraged to provide as much support and guidance during the season as possible, but all work must be done by the students on the team.  Parents can’t suggest solutions, but should ask and answer lots of questions to encourage the student’s own thinking.

Schedule


The season officially starts on September 3rd with the simultaneous world-wide release of the ‘challenge’ rules.  However, we receive all the ‘field elements’ and instructions for building them in August, and the coaches have some things planned for over the summer, so things will start heating up very soon!

We will be meeting twice per week from September 3rd until the day of the competition at UNH.  There will also likely be meetings before September 3rd and likely a few ‘extra’ sessions as we get closer to competition.   This season, meetings will be Sundays from 1 PM to 3PM and Thursdays from 6 PM to 7:30 PM.  Competition day will be Saturday, November 13th, at UNH in Durham.  Please mark your calendars!  The competition is an intense all-day event that usually starts in the morning and goes until evening.

Team Framework

(Reference: Steven R. Covey, ‘The 8th Habit’)
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We want to be a ‘complete’ team that recognizes, integrates, and works to develop all four aspects of our nature: Body, Mind, Heart, and Spirit:

Any success we have will ultimately flow from the spirit and character we have as individuals, as a team, and as a community.

“We are a character-centered team”

Character and Virtues


(References: FIRST LEGO League Coaches’ Handbook,

Linda Kavelin Popov, ‘The Family Virtues Guide’, Character Counts! character education organization, www.charactercounts.org )

The core ethos of the FIRST organization is called ‘Gracious Professionalism’.  It’s difficult to put in words, but Dr. Woodie Flowers, MIT Professor and National Advisor to FIRST speaks about it this way:


“The FIRST spirit encourages doing high-quality, well informed work in a manner that leaves everyone feeling valued…

· Gracious attitudes are ‘win-win’

· Gracious folks respect others and let that respect show in their actions

· Gracious professionals make a valued contribution in a manner pleasing to others and themselves as they possess special knowledge and are trusted by society to use knowledge responsibly

In the long run, gracious professionalism is about pursuing a meaningful life.  One can add to society and enjoy the satisfaction that you have acted with integrity and sensitivity”



Student team members will be asked during competition what ‘Gracious Professionalism’ means to them and how they practice it.  To help in understanding the concept, we have broken the phrase down by word and associated specific personal virtues with each:

	Term
	Virtues

	Gracious
	Respect

Fairness

Caring

	Professionalism    
	Trustworthiness

Responsibility 

Citizenship




These virtues are the ‘6 Pillars of Character’ used by the Character Counts! organization.  They work very well for our needs as a FIRST LEGO League team and are right in line with our UU principles.  Also, much has been written about them so educational materials are readily available.

Every week or so, as a team, we will focus on one of the virtues.  In one session we will work with the students to understand what the virtue is, why we practice it, and how we practice it.  In a follow-on session we will briefly review the virtue, then share personal successes (and failures!) we experienced with the virtue.  Parents are an integral part of this effort.  Parents will be kept informed about what virtue is currently under study.  Parents can help their students internalize the learning by naming the virtue when they see it displayed in their lives or when they see a need for it and it is not forthcoming.  This will pave the way for productive discussion on the virtue in the follow-on session.

Unitarian Universalism and Robotics?


What could all this possibly have to do with Unitarian Universalism?  Surprisingly, a great deal!  Team FUUSEion uses the 7 Principles of Unitarian Universalism as a guide to what we do.  Look at the principles below and how they fit:

The inherent worth and dignity of every person

As a team, we show respect for everyone we come across – other team members, our coaches, our community, volunteers at events, and the members of other teams.  No trash-talking or put downs of other teams or individuals is allowed.  This is tied in with the ‘Gracious Professionalism’ ethos of the FIRST organization.
Justice, equity and compassion in human relations
We don’t learn about technology just to learn about technology.  We learn about technology to understand how it can be used to make people’s lives better.  We don’t believe technology has all the answers, but we do believe it can be an important tool when used properly – and this means putting people first.  Looking at past LEGO League season challenges – helping people with disabilities, studying climate change, reducing energy usage – and you can see that equity and compassion are underlying themes.

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations

Our team membership reflects the diversity of our congregation.  We have members from a wide variety of religious and ethnic backgrounds.  A student doesn’t even need to be a Unitarian Universalist to join!  We provide a seat at the table for everyone who is willing to commit to our ‘Student and Parent Responsibilities’, which can be found at the end of this document.
A free and responsible search for truth and meaning

Education is a key goal for Team FUUSEion, but not just education in technology.  We invest a great deal of time in discussing and learning about personal virtues and group dynamics.  This has led to some very interesting group sessions.  We don’t always agree on what is true, but we insist on open discussions and respect for all participants.
The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large
Team FUUSEion strives to make decisions by consensus whenever possible.  This means we try to avoid ‘voting’ on decisions, because voting creates winners and losers, and often leaves underlying issues unresolved (as least in the losers’ mind).  We make decisions by discussing them under the guidance of the coaches, until we hopefully get to the point where all team members can at least ‘live with’ the direction the group at large seems to be leaning.  This takes lots of time and energy, and not all decisions are made this way, but we feel it leads to better results in the long run.

The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all

Past LEGO League season challenges have often been global in scope, and often incorporate social justice themes.  Students learn about communities and our roles in them, beginning with FUUSE and reaching out to the larger community in seacoast NH.  They also get to know other stakeholders.  When working on past challenges, students received help and contributed back to our community.
Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part

Team FUUSEion deals with interdependent systems of all kinds - our team, or robot, our congregation, our community, and of course the LEGO League season challenge.  And this year we are planning to have an education module devoted specifically to systems.  Once again, looking at past season challenges, you can see the interdependent web of existence is a common theme!
Coaching Model

(References: Jim Thompson, ‘The Double-Goal Coach’, 

www.positivecoach.org, Peter Senge, ‘The Fifth Discipline)’


The coaches will be using a ‘positive coaching model’ during the season.  The model was developed with youth sports in mind, but also fits very well for use in the FIRST LEGO League competition.  Two key elements of this model include redefining the term ‘winner’ and filling the ‘Emotional Tank’.  The following excerpts are taken from a research summary paper available on www.positivecoach.org.


When it comes to redefining ‘winner’:

"A Positive Coach helps players redefine what it means to be a winner through a mastery, rather than a scoreboard, orientation. He sees victory as a by-product of the pursuit of excellence. He focuses on effort rather than outcome and on learning rather than comparison to others. He recognizes that mistakes are an important and inevitable part of learning and fosters an environment in which players don't fear making mistakes. While not ignoring the teaching opportunities that mistakes present, he teaches players that a key to success is how one responds to mistakes. He sets standards of continuous improvement for self and players. He encourages his players, whatever their level of ability, to strive to become the best players, and people, they can be. He teaches players that a winner is someone who makes maximum effort, continues to learn and improve, and doesn't let mistakes (or fear of mistakes) stop him or her."

The key words ‘Effort’, ‘Learning’, and ‘Mistakes’ are combined in the mnemonic ‘ELM tree of mastery’.  There is significant research showing that having a ‘mastery’ (internal) rather than a ‘scoreboard’ (external) orientation actually leads to higher scores and better team performance! 

When it comes to ‘Filling the Emotional Tank’:

"A Positive Coach is a positive motivator who refuses to motivate through fear, intimidation, or shame. She recognizes that every player has an Emotional Tank like the gas tank of a car. Just as a car with an empty gas tank can't go very far, players with an empty emotional tank don't have the energy to do their best.

A Positive Coach understands that compliments, praise, and positive recognition fill Emotional Tanks. She understands the importance of giving truthful and specific feedback and resists the temptation to give praise that is not warranted. When correction is necessary, a Positive Coach communicates criticism to players in ways that don't undermine their sense of self-worth. A Positive Coach strives to achieve a 5:1 "Plus/Minus Ratio" of praise to correction, recognizing that this allows players to better hear criticisms. 

A Positive Coach establishes order and maintains discipline in a positive manner. She listens to players and involves them in decisions that affect the team. She works to remain positive even when things aren't going well. She recognizes that it is often when things go wrong that a coach can have the most lasting impact and teach the most important lessons. Even in adversity, she refuses to demean herself, her players, or the environment. She always treats athletes with respect regardless of how well they perform."

Student and Parent Expectations and Responsibilities

These are the expectations and responsibilities we have committed to as students and parents.  They are the foundation of how we want to behave as a team.  You may notice the first seven principles listed for the students are minor rewordings of our UU principles.
STUDENTS

Every person is important 

All people should be treated fairly and with kindness and courtesy

We should accept one another and be free to learn together as a team

We should be free to search for what is true and meaningful

Every person should have a voice in things that affect them

We should use the skills we are developing to help build a peaceful, free, and fair world

We should use the skills we are developing to help build a healthy world

Also,

I agree that each FLL team meeting is valuable and will attend each meeting as best I can. If a conflict arises, I will notify my coach in advance. I will arrive at meetings on time.

I agree to complete homework assigned on time and with my best effort

I agree to support whatever solutions the team choose, even if it is not my first choice.

I understand that FLL work is to be done by the students on the team -- not by parents, coaches, or mentors.

I agree to HAVE FUN!

PARENTS

I agree to discuss all items listed above with my child.

I agree to make every effort to have my child attend every team meeting. If there is a conflict, either my child or I will notify the coach as soon as possible. I understand that the rest of the team is counting on my child to be productive and to do his/her part.

I recognize that my child’s coaches and mentors will be contributing a significant amount of time and effort to providing a rewarding experience for the team, and I will be as helpful as possible.

I agree, in the spirit of FLL, not to interfere with the team’s solutions.  All creations, inventions, and ideas must come from the team members.







           Mind


- Programming/mechanics


- Project management


- Brainstorming


- Team systems, etc.





Body





     Spirit


                 - Character


  - “Gracious Professionalism”


    -Meaning and contribution 


           - UU Principles


                    - Etc





Heart





                   	     - Safety


                  	- Healthy snacks


                - Healthy schedule


            - Healthy workspace


         - Stress control, etc.





-Kindness, Courtesy


  - Community involvement


    - Community ‘giveback’                


       - Team passion


            - Teamwork, etc.
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