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The FIRST Community


Community is powerful idea. To belong to something is man’s most pertinent desire. Through the idea of community, networks and groups are formed, enhancing the lives of all touched.

FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology) is an organization that runs an annual national robotics competition. Teams of high school students are joined with professional engineers from industry to conceptualize, argue, design, build, and develop a robot in six weeks. Anyone who has experience in this type of field knows that a month and a half is a quick turnaround from idea to completion. In this competition and mad rush to completion and competition is a wealth of knowledge and experience and one of the most perfect examples of the benefits of community.

Every January, on the first or second Saturday, there is a kickoff event in Manchester, NH. Until this day, the “game” or challenge for the season is unknown but to those involved in the planning. The teams (~900 nationwide) are filled with anticipation waiting for the unveiling. Veterans know the excitement of the journey on which they are about to embark, and rookies can feel their vibrancy.

This year, the competition field is a carpeted 24’ x 48’ rectangle, with 12” balls, some 36” balls, four goals (two on wheels) and a ten-foot pull-up bar at the top of a small set of stairs. The robots can be up to 30” x 36” around, 60” tall, and 130 pounds. Each team is given the same set of parts and regulations on what other parts may be used. With the established game rules and a set time frame, teams must design and construct a machine (remotely operated) to “play” this game as best possible.

Within the team, there needs to be a good feeling of community and team unity. Each team member must contribute strategy ideas, and the team must reach a common decision for the final design. The strength of a team lies in its members contributing different ideas and reaching a group consensus about the final decision. New members often contribute great ideas by looking at the problem from an angle that veterans do not see. With a good community of people, these new members do not feel intimidated about presenting their views. This teamwork continues through the construction phase, with older members mentoring newer members, showing how to use a tool or how to construct a part and assemble a working machine.

There are 27 regional competitions and one national competition. The past four national championships have been at Disney in Florida, Reliant Stadium in Houston, and the Georgia Dome in Atlanta. There are anywhere from thirty to fifty teams at a regional, and 230 or more at the nationals. At the competitions, each team has its own pit area, where they can work on the robot in-between matches. This area is usually about ten by ten feet with a table and enough room for the tools, robot and a few people. The pit areas are all in a big room, arranged in long rows.
Within these pit areas exists a beautiful example of community. It really should not be surprising, as FIRST’s overriding motto is “Gracious Professionalism.” On the field, teams compete two against two, each trying to win and advance to the finals. In the pits, however, things are much different. Teams who compete on the field help fix each others’ robots off the field. Although each robot is different, they all have basically the same components. If one team is missing a screw or a tool, someone can go ask other teams for a spare one. If some team does not know how to wire a certain component, there is always someone from another team who knows how to fix it and is willing to help.
A few times, a team has gone to talk to another team to get information about their capabilities and have been rebuffed by team members or adult advisors. This kind of behavior is looked down upon and unacceptable in the FIRST environment. In the pit areas, nothing is gained by refusing to help your fellow teams. Going from competing against a team to helping them in the pits makes everyone feel good and embodies the spirit of community. The atmosphere inside the competition is electric. One can physically feel the buzz of excited people and can not help but to smile at the great things that happen every second.
The FIRST competition is all about creating community. The most prestigious award given to a team is the Chairman’s Award. 
“The FIRST Robotics Competition is about much more than the mechanics of building a robot or winning a competitive event. It is about the impact FIRST has on those who participate in the program and the impact of FIRST on the community at large. The FIRST mission is to change the way America’s young people regard science and technology and to inspire an appreciation for the real-life rewards and career opportunities in these fields” (www.usfirst.org).

The team who won the Chairman’s award last year, Team 103 (Cybersonics) from Pennsylvania, set up a national network through which rural teams can find sponsors and other teams to strengthen the national community of FIRST members. A previous winner of the Chairman’s award is Team 47 (Chief Delphi) from Michigan. Their website has an extremely popular forum which is the best place to go for information in the FIRST community. With 3000 members, there are always ongoing discussions and new threads to read. This website truly exemplifies the spirit of the FIRST community.

Community helps the human person feel whole and secure. The community of the FIRST competition makes FIRST much more than a robotics competition. The idea of the FIRST community is, sadly, a diversion from the actions of much of peoples’ day to day lives. Helping your opponent as you help your friends is very commendable, and hopefully can be impressed on all participants so they can express it in their lives. Community has the power to change the world, uniting people, enriching lives, and making humanity more productive.
