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Thursday, May 28, 2009

Java, rogue robots and the kit of parts survey 

Good Afternoon Teams,

I’m back from a very interesting trip taken in the interests of FIRST. There’s nothing I can tell you about that yet (stay tuned) but I do have a few loose ends to share this week.

Keep an eye out for the annual FIRST Kit of Parts Survey coming soon. An email blast will be sent to all team main contacts when it’s ready, please encourage them to share the survey with your team when they get it. I want to know what you think.

Logo loc has some used Orbit balls left. They’re going to run out of Super Cells and Empty Cells any minute now, so if you plan to run an off season event or demonstration this summer, get your order in soon.

We’ve figured out why some robots moved before the start of their match or behaved oddly during the season. If a robot links to the field before the FMS has linked with the driver station, there is a short time in which the robot program might see "enabled/teleop" or "enabled/autonomous" before the match actually starts. This can affect teams that coded their robot to expect Autonomous mode to always precede Teleop and cause their robot to make a false start or behave in unexpected ways. We’re going to work on the FMS side of this equation over the summer. What you can do is check your robot program to make sure you haven’t programmed your robot to require autonomous code to run before teleop code.

Have you checked out the Java website? Do you have questions or an opinion? Share your thoughts on the FIRST Java forum at http://forums.usfirst.org/forumdisplay.php?f=1255

226 days until the 2010 Kickoff
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 4:35 PM 5 comments 
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Wednesday, May 13, 2009

What next year might look like 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Here at headquarters, we’re putting a lot of thought into the future of FRC. We’re well aware that times are tough for teams and we want you to succeed so we’re looking at how we can keep FRC affordable without losing the elements that make FIRST special and unique. We’re re-examining almost everything with an eye toward keeping the magic, maintaining our quality and continuing to offer the FRC experience without breaking the bank.

A lot of really great material shows up every year in your FRC kit of parts. Please respect the manufacturers of these materials and don’t resell hardware and don’t share software outside your team. If a piece of software isn’t open source, selling or giving away copies violates the usage agreement and can be prosecuted by the manufacturer. Not to mention, it makes FIRST look bad.

241 days until the 2010 Kickoff
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 4:10 PM 2 comments 
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Wednesday, May 6, 2009

I'm back 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Some of you may have noticed a button I wore proudly at Championship. No Robot Left Behind. As you are all well aware FRC introduced a new control system in 2009. With 1680 teams starting from scratch it made for a challenging build season. The onsite Robot Inspectors tell me every team attending an FRC event, no matter the state of their robot when they arrived, was able to get out on the field and compete during that event. I want to thank National Instruments for their onsite help during the season and I want to thank all of you for sharing what you learned and offering assistance to other teams. With all that support, no robot was left behind.

What you may not have noticed at Championship is an absence I am also delighted to share. We heard you loud and clear when teams responded to last year’s team survey. You told us there were too many opportunities for penalties in Overdrive. The Game Design Committee and the Referees took your comments to heart and designed Lunacy accordingly. There were fewer actions and conditions that could be penalized in Lunacy and no penalties were awarded on Einstein this year. When the team survey is ready this year I hope you’ll take the time to let us know what you think. I’ll send an email blast to teams the minute it’s ready.

Speaking of the Game Design Committee, we met on Monday and there is nothing I can report (lots that I know, but nothing I can share – yet). 

And if you have time over the summer, you can start thinking about next year. We announced at Championship that teams may program their robot using Java in 2010 if they choose. If you’re ready, you can learn more here. We’ll keep updating the site as we finalize the rules.

248 days until the 2010 Kickoff
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 3:31 PM 0 comments 
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Tuesday, April 28, 2009

I'm on vacation 

but I'll be back next week.

256 days until the 2010 kickoff,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 8:19 AM 0 comments 




Wednesday, April 22, 2009

I'm back and ready to go 

Good Morning Teams,

I’ve been so busy this past week at Championship reviewing our options for the future with the board of directors, brainstorming with the Game Design Committee (perhaps a water game?), meeting with our major donors, and ensuring everything happening on the fields and in the pits ran smoothly, that I didn’t have any time left over to let you know what I was up to. But the entire event went smoothly, I have found time to get a full night’s sleep and now I’m back and already excited about 2010.

For those of you who didn’t attend Championship, or see the press announcements, WPI and Sun Microsystems will make Java available as an additional programming language option for FRC teams in 2010. This collaboration is in the early stages, so I’ll post more information as it becomes available.

For those of you who left Championship after the final match, you might be interested to know that the staff and many dedicated volunteers spent the rest of the night breaking down all seven fields, packing up the left over supplies and loading everything onto six tractor trailer trucks. The last truck left the Georgia Dome just after 11:30PM Saturday night and the staff flew home exhausted Sunday morning.

Everything has been unloaded into our warehouse in Merrimack, NH, and the real work is about to begin. Each of the 14 onsite FRC fields will be unpacked, repaired where necessary and refurbished. Then, once the game design reaches the final stages, each field will be updated to include new elements. We’ll also inventory parts, repair and update the road cases used to transport the fields, and set up one full field in the basement at 200 Bedford Street for Game Design.

If you haven’t had enough of Lunacy, check out the community events page on our website. Lots of team hold invitational events over the summer. Some borrow the official FRC fields (contact Nberinger@usfirst.org for more details), some use the fields owned by NASA, and some use their own fields, but all invitational events provide teams with another chance to compete. If you’re holding an Invitational event, please give Nberinger@usfirst.org a heads up. We’d like to know what you’re up to, even if you don’t have room for any more teams and it would be great if we could get potential mentors, future team members and possible sponsors, to visit an invitational event in their area. FRC is something you have to see to believe.

260 days until the 2010 Kickoff
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 11:38 AM 0 comments 
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Friday, April 10, 2009

We're getting ready 

Good MorningTeams,

I know it’s been a while since I’ve had a minute to write, but if you could see the activity here at headquarters, I think you’d understand. Have you ever considered what it takes to run Championship? FRC sets up seven playing fields every year (five in the dome and two practice fields in the pits). Six of those fields come directly from regional events (Lone Star, Las Vegas, 10,000 Lakes, Palmetto, Michigan and Sacramento this year). The seventh field spent the season in storage in Tennessee prepared to ship at a moment’s notice in case anything happened to a field as it traveled the country from regional event to regional event. (I’ll bet you didn’t know that). But seven fields are only the beginning. Two more tractor trailer trucks will leave headquarters today packed to the roof with supplies for pit administration, the hall of fame, scholarship row, judges, referees, FLL, FTC and all the high level meetings that happen in the background during the three days of competition. Early next week, additional trucks will deliver new carpet, new regolith and everything it takes to set up the AV systems, pits, machine shops, opening and closing ceremonies, and FIRST Finale.

Almost everything we need is staged on the third floor right now and there’s hardly enough room to move around. Staff are packing last minute items and figuring out the most efficient way to fit everything into the truck. Early this morning the staff will begin loading trucks, then we’re off. The first staff members fly down late Sunday. Monday the final pre event meetings happen, rigging is flown in the dome and electrical drops are put in place. Tuesday the drapes go up, the first fields are constructed and everything that arrived on a truck is delivered to where it’s needed. Wednesday is our last chance to get everything finished in time for teams to enter the pits for load in at 6PM. It’s going to take almost three days and an astonishing number of people to get everything set up.

With luck the number of FRC teams may work out perfectly this year. At the moment we have 348 teams registered to attend. That works out to 87 teams in each division and 29 complete alliances. There will be time for each team to play 7 qualifying rounds on Friday. Remember if you can’t make it to Atlanta, you can still watch the action live thanks to NASA. Details on viewing either the webcast or NASA TV is available here.

If you’re coming to Championship, I invite you to stop by the FRC Future Technology booth in the pit area and to join us in the FRC New Technology Showcase Thursday at 5pm (tickets sponsored by Rolls Royce) to see what’s in store. We’re also offering a free FRC Control System forum Thursday 6:30-8:00 where you can hear from our team and share your ideas and experiences. If you can’t make it to either of these talks on Thursday, we’ll repeat a combination of both events Friday 11:00-12:00.

Due to the difficult economic conditions, FIRST is encouraging all teams that want to take their robot directly home to do so. This will lessen the financial impact on our valued sponsor FedEx, and also allow you to have quicker access to your robot. Please note the same rules apply regarding getting your crate back home and the "no use" of the loading docks. Teams attending Championship will receive an email blast soon with more details

And the 2009 FIRST Championship is on Twitter!

5 days until Championship,
See you there!

P.S. LV Mastery is offering LabVIEW hints, tips and tricks specifically designed for FRC teams. Check out their free video blogs for FRC teams 
Posted by Bill at 8:59 AM 0 comments 
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Wednesday, April 1, 2009

Michigan teams attending Championship 

Good Morning Teams,

As you are probably aware, 134 Michigan teams spent the last year engaged in a pilot program trying out a variety of measures exploring possible cost reductions for FRC teams; smaller venues, shorter events, fewer amenities at the events, etc . The final decision on which measures may be instituted next year is still being evaluated.

Michigan teams attending the FIRST Championship in Atlanta, GA will not be permitted a fix it window following the Michigan State Championship. Robots must be bagged immediately after the event and crated for shipping as soon as possible. Crated robots must then be delivered to drayage before 5PM on Tuesday, April 7th for delivery to Atlanta.

I thank you all for your patience and understanding as we complete the pilot process and begin to examine the lessons learned.

13 days until Championship,
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 1:32 PM 1 comments 
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Week 5 

Good Morning Teams,

Week 5 has come and gone and thanks to the efforts of the volunteers at each of the 12 events this past weekend, we were able to run on or ahead of schedule. Even the Colorado Regional which was hit by a snowstorm and had to shut down on Thursday, got up and running Friday and finished on time Saturday night.

Here at FIRST we’re always striving for continuous improvement. Week one we learned of the static discharge situation at some of our venues. We tried a variety of solutions in real time that weekend, then spent the following week testing and improving our SD hypotheses and looking for ways to improve the field set up and scoring. Week two had fewer issues, we made some more adjustments and by week three things were running pretty smoothly. I want to thank those teams that keep up with this Blog and with the Team Updates who arrived at their Regional prepared with the equipment I asked you to bring and aware of FMS hook up sequence I described. You helped make a difference.

If you’re considering making internal modifications your driver station yourself (not officially sanctioned), you should know that Kwikbyte, the supplier of the Driver Stations, won’t honor the warranty if you break the seal. There are no user serviceable parts inside. The Ethernet chip requires specialized tools to solder.

FYI: We’re thinking about opening the FRC pits at Championship at 7:15 on Thursday morning to provide teams with some additional time to prepare for WPA encryption. We will have multiple WPA stations, but there are a still a lot of teams and a limited number of volunteers, so please encrypt your radio as soon as you can.

14 days until Championship,
I’ll see you there! 

Posted by Bill at 8:39 AM 0 comments 
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Tuesday, March 24, 2009

Week 4 

Good Morning Teams,

Week 4 is over and I want to congratulate and thank everyone who participated. An amazing number of volunteers put in a lot of time to make these events run. If you are a volunteer, thank you. If you’re on a team, please take a moment to let these volunteers and your mentors know you appreciate all that they do.

Here at FIRST we are busy getting ready for the 10 Regional and 2 District Events in week 5, but we’re also turning our attention to Championship. Here’s a few things you might want to know if you’re planning on attending:

There are changes to what teams may carry in and what teams are encouraged to do during the Wednesday night pit entry for uncrating from 6-9PM. Read Team update #19 for details.

The Suppliers’ Showcase will return again this year. Stop by and check out their displays. This is a great time to ask questions, find out what’s new and thank the suppliers for their support to teams.

Scholarship row will be inside the conference hall, next to the FIRST student lounge. With representatives from 26 colleges and universities on hand it’s a great opportunity to learn more about opportunities available after High School.

22 days until Championship,
I’ll see you there! 

Posted by Bill at 3:12 PM 0 comments 
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Wednesday, March 18, 2009

week 3 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Another week of Regional events has passed and we are another week closer to Championship. As you prepare for your regional or look forward to the Championship, I want to share a few things.

Please make sure your robot is running the newest software revisions before you get to your next event. You won’t pass robot inspection if you’re running an older version. You can find the latest versions here and save valuable time by down loading them right away.

Also, don’t forget to bring what you need to monitor your robot’s battery voltage at your next event. Be sure to pack the NI 9201 analog module, the analog expansion board, and a jumper and power connection. Being able to monitor your robot’s battery voltage isn’t just required for it will also help your team with diagnostics and troubleshooting.

If you’re planning to hold or attend an invitational event after the official season ends, get ready, surviving orbit balls will go on sale at Logoloc.com shortly after Championship.

28 days until Championship,
I’ll see you there! 

Posted by Bill at 3:40 PM 0 comments 
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Monday, March 9, 2009

Week 2 

Good Morning Teams,

We’ve completed another week of Regional Events and the play just gets better and better. Creative robot designs, close scores, and last minute comebacks make the competition lots of fun to watch this year. I want to offer teams my compliments on their creativity and sportsmanship and express my gratitude to the multitude of volunteers who make these events possible. Thank you everyone for a fun and exciting season.

Here’s what’s happening behind the scenes after week two. 

We’re still working to get a grip on the static discharge issue. The simplest solution appears to be to wet the edges of the carpet to allow the robots to discharge static before they impact the metal sides of the field. Unfortunately, wetting the carpet may cause an issue for those of you who have made arrangements with your Regional Director to pick up the carpet and flooring after a Regional event. Be advised, the carpet may be damp.

We plan to continue reviewing the challenges from week one and two in an attempt to reduce the number of replays happening at each event. FIRST staff and key volunteers have been streamlining the process of connecting robots to the field, troubleshooting the Field Management System, and keeping an eye on team experiences with the components of the new control system. Thank you for your patience as we address this issue in real time. 

I need to remind all of you that the field you play on this week will be packed up at the end of the event and delivered to another Regional or District Event later in the season. Please lend us a hand in making sure all the equipment gets back on the truck so that teams can compete next week. If, at the end of a competition, you find something that didn’t make it back on the truck, please let your Regional Director know you have it. There’s a good chance it’s needed at the next event.

37 Days until Championship
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 4:39 PM 0 comments 




Wednesday, March 4, 2009

Did you enjoy week one? 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Did you enjoy week one? I was happy to see lots of close matches and some very strategic play on the part of teams. There are a lot of creative robot designs this year. Having enjoyed what I got to see of week one, I’ve spent the last few days getting ready for week two by working on the issues that slowed down some regional events. Now, I’ve got a few things I want you to know before you take the field at your next event.

1) Your robot must have the WPA encryption key installed before you may take the field for practice rounds. Each team will receive a new unique encryption key at the start of each event they attend so if you received one in week one, you’ll be getting a new one if you compete again. After you install the encryption key, make sure to visit the WPA table to be inspected and receive your sticker before you get in the que.

2) There is no preliminary safety check before you take the field for practice rounds, but teams may be asked to take their robot off the field if FTA, Referee or Robot Inspector feel it is unsafe. Your robot must be inspected before you can take part in qualification rounds.

3) You may have heard field reset takes a long time this year. You can help speed things along by following these steps

a. Before you step up to the player station

i. Confirm your robot is off
ii. Confirm your driver station is off
iii. Confirm the toggle switch on the Driver Station is in tele/op mode

b. Plug the field Ethernet cord into your Driver Station

c. Plug the DB9 into your Driver Station

d. Wait for the Driver Station LCD to display FMS Mode

e. Then, if your robot is in a safe position on the field, turn your robot on

f. If the FTAA indicates your robot isn’t connecting to the field

i. Check the Ethernet cable connection on your robot
ii. Make sure the robot is really on
iii. Cycle the robot’s power.

4) Keep watching for team updates.

42 days until Championship
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 3:37 PM 0 comments 
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Monday, February 16, 2009

Keep in touch 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Once you pack up your robot, please take a moment and let us know what you liked and didn’t like about this year’s build season. We have a lot of suppliers who would love to know what you think about their product. Did a part work particularly well? Did you ask a company a question and get a quick helpful response? Please share your stories with us at FRCteams@usfirst.org and we’ll pass any compliments on to our donors.

While you’re waiting for your first Regional it might be a good time to make some plans for the summer. Did you know you can borrow an official FIRST competition field during the off season for the cost of transporting it to your event? Reservations are being taken now. Quantities are limited, first come first served. Look here for more details.

10 days until the Week One Regionals begin
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 3:30 PM 2 comments 
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Thursday, February 12, 2009

Talking about trailers 















Good Afternoon Teams,

What happens if there aren’t six robots on the field during competition? Six trailers remain in play. We’ve created a bogie wheel to allow unattended trailers to remain in play. A third rover wheel is fitted with a bushing and mounted on the trailer tongue held in place with a clip ring (available from any office supply store. If you have a practice trailer, you might want to create a bogie wheel of your own to experience how this allows the trailer to move during competition.

14 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 3:57 PM 2 comments 
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What’s the latest update? 

Good Morning Teams,

I know it’s easy to get focused on the robot during this last full week of build season, but don’t stop paying attention to the updates on the 2009 Control System web page. You need to have the latest software updates in order to compete and you don’t want to be downloading them on the first day of competition at your Regional or District Event. Here’s what’s available right now:

LabVIEW for FRC Update 3.0a and newer
cRIO FPGA Image FRC_2009_v11.Zip and newer
WPI Robotics Library 3.0.1718 and newer
Driver Station 2009-02-010a3 and newer

Plus, we’ve just added How to use the FRC Control System Camera on 02-09-2009. Check it out, it can be a big help.

If you have questions or issues, leave a message on the FRC Forums (good for technical issues) or drop FRC a line at FRCteams@usfirst.org (general information questions). They’re the place to go for accurate, up to date information.

14 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 11:33 AM 5 comments 
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Wednesday, February 11, 2009

What are you bringing to the regional? 

Good Afternoon Teams,

If you’ve never done it before, you’re going to want to pack a laptop to bring to events this year. It should be loaded with the development environment so you can resolve programming issues and make quick updates to your software on the fly. A laptop is one tool you won’t want to be without this season.

By now you’ve probably heard about the Withholding Allowance , and know that the limit has been increased this year to 40 pounds , but have you given serious consideration to which 40 pounds you plan to withhold? I want you to know the weight limit was carefully chosen so you can withhold the control system, your operator console and a few subsystems and continue to program your robot while you’re waiting for your first event. Take advantage of this opportunity.

At the Regional events, teams will be able to bring in hand tools during early uncrating (when you take the robot out of its crate and plug in your batteries). Then hand carry in the rest of your supplies in one trip during event check-in. We will be checking. Robot parts are not permitted to be brought in during crate opening. Please be sure to pack your 40 pounds of withholding so it may be easily identified and weighed if necessary.

15 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 4:20 PM 4 comments 



Links to this post 
[image: image51.png]


Wednesday, February 4, 2009

Vision targets 

Good Afternoon Teams,

FIRST has a limited number of the official vision target tubes available for sale to teams at $20 each plus shipping and handling. These Ultra High Molecular Weight Polyethylene tubes are the same tubes that are mounted on the competition trailers. Target fabric and mounting hardware not included. Go here to order.

22 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 3:12 PM 0 comments 
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Thursday, January 29, 2009

Invite your Congress(wo)man 

Good Morning Teams,

I’m excited to announce the new DC Regional has plans to host a special Legislative VIP Breakfast for members of Congress and the Senate so they can come see what FIRST is all about. We’re going to send formal invitations, but a message from you will probably mean more to your State Senator and your District Representative. Please take a moment to invite your congress(wo)men to join the DC teams on Friday February 27th from 7:30 to 9:00AM at the Washington Convention Center. You can find contact information here. Thank you for helping promote FIRST.

28 days until Week One
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 1:26 PM 1 comments 




Wednesday, January 28, 2009

Loud enough for you? 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Last spring I asked for input from participants at a few events and one of the questions raised had to do with the noise levels at FRC competitions. Our PA systems are sized to provide ample sound pressure throughout an average 3500 person room. Unfortunately, it’s not always possible to make it exactly loud enough everywhere in the arena without having it get too loud in spots. So, here’s what the production company has agreed to do this year to review sound levels:

The production staff will walk the audience area repeatedly to monitor sound levels.
Pit Administration will know who to contact if there is a concern so that the situation can be reviewed.

And here’s what I need you to do:

If you are concerned that the sound levels at a FIRST event this year are too high, let Pit Administration know the exact location where there’s a problem so we can check it out.
If you feel that the sound levels at a specific FIRST event were too high last year, let me know which event it was so I can alert the production company to closely monitor sound levels this year.

29 days until Week One
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 1:02 PM 5 comments 
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Wednesday, January 21, 2009

Update to the Orbit Ball update 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Here is the latest update from WalMart on which stores have Orbit Balls as of today.

36 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then. 

Posted by Bill at 4:30 PM 2 comments 
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Tuesday, January 20, 2009

Don’t Zap your Driver Station 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Be Aware! Your Driver Station may be susceptible to lock up caused by Electro Static Discharge. Don’t let this happen to you. The human body can carry an electrical charge. (Like when you shuffle your socks on the carpet so you can ‘zap’ a friend.) Make sure you ground yourself before you touch the driver station or anything connected to the driver station. Touch metal before you touch your robot or Driver Station. It will save you a lot of time and energy.

Also, the FRC Diagnostics Panel is now available from LabVIEW. Robot Inspectors will use this program to check the FPGA image and other installed images are correct and you can use the program to check for software or hardware problems in your control system. Check out the article on the Think Tank to learn more. 

And talking about Robot Inspections, this year your robot must be inspected before you are allowed to compete on Friday, and then re-inspected for volume and weight just before elimination rounds begin at all events. Remember, Inspectors can also re-inspect any robot at any time if it appears to be non-compliant with the rules.

37 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 2:22 PM 1 comments 
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Friday, January 16, 2009

Check this out 

Good Afternoon Teams,

You should check out the new FIRST think tank hosted at WPI. 

http://thinktank.wpi.edu/cgi-bin/index.cgi 

This site is the home for articles specific to FRC topics created by mentors and team members. You can access the entire site without registering, but if you want to edit articles, rank articles or submit your own you’ll need to log in, sign up and be approved by your team’s main contact. Please join me at this unique site where we can share the best FRC teams have to offer. There’s already a lot of information posted and I know teams have a lot to add. An email blast has been sent to Team Main Contacts explaining how the approval process works.

41 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 2:34 PM 0 comments 
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Thursday, January 15, 2009

Bumper Musings 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Since there seem to be several intense Team discussions about bumper rules, here is a "flow chart" for determining bumper legality -- at least the gross geometry part of the bumper.

1. Estimate carefully how wide the bumper gap around the trailer hitch must be to comply with the "bumper to bumper" trailer-robot contact illustrated in Figure 8-6.

2. Wrap a string around the robot to determine the BUMPER PERIMETER.

3. Mark the string to indicate the non-bumper regions, (including the TRAILER HITCH gap) being careful to insure that six inches of BUMPER are provided on each side of each vertex of the BUMPER PERIMETER.

4. Check to ensure that 2/3 of the BUMPER PERIMETER is covered by BUMPERS.

I hope this helps!

42 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 4:13 PM 3 comments 
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Glove Safety 

Good Morning Teams,

Have you noticed the gloves included in the Kit of Parts yet? I know they aren’t very exciting, but they are an important piece of equipment. The single most common injury recorded at the Regional Events last year was hand injuries associated with lifting robots. Please take caution and use gloves whenever you move your robot. I want you to have a safe and injury free season.

42 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 10:14 AM 0 comments 
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Wednesday, January 14, 2009

Care and Feeding 

Good Morning Teams,

Our software engineers have created sample two-color target tracking code. You can find links to download the code on the 2009 FRC Control System page in the 'Software Updates' section. This beta version sample code is available in both LabVIEW and C/C++ versions. Teams may want to review this code as they work to develop their own solutions.


Care and Feeding of Your Wheels......

The wheels supplied in the 2009 KOP are very different from previous years’ kit wheels. The tread material is Celcon M90, and has the following coefficients of friction on white, rippled fiberglass plastic sheet: Inline, static: 0.06; Inline, dynamic: 0.05; Transverse, static: 0.14; Transverse, dynamic: 0.10.

Your testing surface has the potential to damage your wheels and cause you problems during competitions and inspections. While they don't need to be babied, you do need to use some good old fashioned common sense before running them on surfaces that could pick up loose debris/grit that could become embedded in the wheel surface. This could cause problems later on, not only in the performance of your wheels, but it could prevent you from competing.

DO:
* test your wheels on carpet, linoleum/tile, hardwood, etc....
* take care that these surfaces do not contain rock salt, sand or other gritty materials

DON'T:
* test your wheels on cement, asphalt or any gritty surface (if at all possible)
* forget to clean your wheels after every operation to prevent debris buildup and potential future damage

With a little TLC, your wheels will serve you well throughout the competition season.

43 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 8:56 AM 0 comments 





Tuesday, January 13, 2009
Chairman's Award Criteria 

Good Morning Teams,

We know that Chairman’s Award teams are looking for clarification on the new DVD requirement this year. We have received several questions and have taken the time to research them before replying. We have recently posted an updated Chairman’s Award criteria document on our website. 

44 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 11:50 AM 2 comments 
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Monday, January 12, 2009

Orbit Balls Update 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Here is the most recent update we have on Orbit Ball inventories at WalMart stores. Remember, this information is subject to change and we cannot guarantee inventory levels. We will attempt to update the inventory list as we receive new information.

We regret to announce that Logo Loc has sold out of all excess inventory of Orbit Balls. We are sorry for any inconvenience to teams who missed this opportunity.

45 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 5:37 PM 5 comments 
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Something Extra 

Good Morning Teams,

Do you want to honor your Mentor and promote FIRST at the same time? Enter the USA Weekend Youth Coach contest www.usaweekend.com. Just be sure to describe FIRST as ‘a sport for the mind’. Deadline February 2, 2009.

45 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 2:29 PM 0 comments 
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Thursday, January 8, 2009

Late Breaking News 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Our software engineers are working on two color target tracking sample code that should be ready early next week. This beta version sample code will be available in both C/C++ and LabVIEW. Watch this space for details.

49 days until the Week One Regionals
See you then. 

Posted by Bill at 3:50 PM 2 comments 
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Get Ready 

Good Morning Teams,

Ok teams, we’re about to go live with the sale of Orbit Balls. Orbit balls will be sold as a set of 3 for $27.00 per set plus shipping and handling. Each team may purchase only one set. (This is due to the total quantity available. We may reopen sales to all teams in the future depending on inventory levels. ) The only color available is orange/purple (moon rocks). International sales started at 12:01 AM EST Thursday, January 8th because International teams are at a disadvantage (no WalMarts). Sales to US teams will go live at noon on Friday, January 9th, 2009 at www.logoloc.com/first/. Order soon, when they’re gone, they’re gone.

49 days until Week One Regionals begin,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 11:48 AM 3 comments 
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Tuesday, January 6, 2009

More Details 

Good Morning Teams,

I want to clarify the Game Design Committee’s intention on a few matters to save you time and resources:
1) De-scoring is not permitted (ie. You may not remove game pieces from a trailer)
2) Goal tending is not permitted (ie. You may not block access to a trailer)
3) Don’t spend time attempting to develop a vacuum car system like Jim Hall’s sucker Chaparral car. Even a slight suction over the base of the robot will damage the field surface and you don’t want to do that (See the 2009 FIRST Robotics Competition Manual section 7 rules G-29 & G-30)

I’ve had some requests for more information on the field surface. You can purchase 4’x8’ Fiber Reinforced Plastic Sheets, pebble texture on one side available from Home Depot SKU 121-586 or Lowes SKU 8566. If you’re on a tight budget, a clean waxed linoleum tile floor (found in many older school cafeterias) mimics the performance of the field closely enough for practice. What’s important is duplicating the coefficient of friction; 0.05 static and 0.04 dynamic.

And an update on the Orbit Balls: Walmart has provided us with this list of which stores have inventory. This list is as of yesterday, and will probably be obsolete very quickly, so take a look ASAP. And please don’t contact the Orbit Ball manufacturers directly. They can’t accept individual orders. FIRST has some extra Orbit Balls we will sell directly to teams. Stay tuned for more details.

51 days until Regional Events begin
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 3:06 PM 9 comments 
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Monday, January 5, 2009

I know you're busy 

Good Morning Teams,

We had a successful Kickoff and I know you’re busy with robot design, but there are two quick items I want to bring to your attention.

The game pieces were chosen this year with the expectation that they would be readily available to teams from WalMart. Unfortunately we recently learned that WalMart only has this item in limited quantities. We’ve been told there are 28,000 pieces available in 319 WalMart stores, but it would be a good idea to go check the shelves of your local store sooner rather than later as these will probably go quickly. WalMart calls the game pieces “Orbit Balls” and unfortunately, they’re not available on the WalMart website. FIRST headquarters plans to have some available for sale, hopefully by next week. I’ll share the details as soon as they are firm.

Also, I suggested in an earlier blog post that you apply hook tape to the bottom of your operator console. Now I can explain why. There’s a good chance this year that robots will slide into the driver station wall hard enough to knock your operator console to the floor. We’ve installed loop tape on the driver station shelf to help you keep your equipment secure.

52 days until the Regional Events begin
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 10:56 AM 4 comments 




Tuesday, December 30, 2008

It's almost Kickoff time! 

Good Afternoon teams,

You can’t imagine how crazy things are around here as we get ready for Kickoff this weekend. It takes a lot of planning to get kits to 1689 teams and arrange kickoff events at 53 sites. But I want to take a second to share a few things with you now so you’ll be ready then. I don’t know about you, but I can hardly wait. This is going to be an amazing year!

If you’re going to a Kickoff, don’t forget to bring your signed Consent and Release Form. 

Not going to a local kickoff? Go here for details on how to watch the broadcast on your own.

If you’re picking up your kit at the kickoff, give some thought to the size of the kit before you pack everyone into one car for the trip. You’ll have to find room on the ride home for:
2 plastic totes: (27" x 17" x 12" each) 34 lbs each
1 Long box (6" x 6" x 36") 22 lbs
1 Square box (10 x 10 x 10) 30 lbs
1 Control System Box (24 1/4" x 15 1/2" x 12") 26 lbs (if you didn’t receive it early)
4 small items (less than 5 lb total)

If you open your kit and realize you’re missing something, or need a replacement part, your team’s main (or alternate) contact has until Jan 7th 11:59PM EST to submit a request using your teams existing account in TIMS. Details will be sent out in an email blast to team main contacts.

If you thought you were going to a kickoff, but realize you can’t. You can assign a surrogate team to pick up your kit. Surrogate letters are due today, December 30th. Details can be found at the bottom of the page here

It would be a good idea to download The 2009 FIRST Robotics Competition Manual now. You’ll find the most interesting sections are encrypted, but you should down load them anyways because the website will get a little busy after the password is revealed during the live kickoff broadcast on January 3rd. Instructions for downloading the manual can be found here 

The question and answer forum for questions about the 2009 game will go live Wednesday, January 7th at noon EST. Your team login and password has been posted in the Team Summary page in TIMS so your team’s main contact will have to pick it up there. 

Please pay special attention to the email blasts as they come out both this week and during the season because they contain important information. Not getting any email blasts? They’re sent to the email address your team provided to TIMS. Ask around. One of the mentors on your team should be receiving them. If you’re absolutely sure no one on your team is getting the email blasts, have a team mentor reset the information in TIMS.

4 days until kickoff
See you there!
Posted by Bill at 3:30 PM 0 comments 
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Friday, December 19, 2008

Early shipment of new control systems 

Good Morning Teams,

FIRST delivered 1089 New control systems to teams who requested early shipment. If you didn't arrange for early shipment, your control system kit will be included in your kit of parts.

And don't forget to keep checking www.usfirst.org for updates. We published Section 4 this morning.

Still 15 days until kickoff
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 9:22 AM 0 comments 
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As you get ready for kickoff 

Good MorningTeams,

Looking for something to do while you’re waiting for kickoff? Name NASA’s next Mars Rover and win a trip to NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in CA . Contest information available at http://marsrovername.jpl.nasa.gov Deadline January 25th.

Consider adopting a rookie team this year. Take a look around at kickoff next week and see if there’s a new team in your area that could use your help getting up to speed. Rookies have a lot to offer: enthusiasm, curiosity, a fresh approach, extra hands and an appreciation for all you do so everybody benefits. If you can’t find a rookie team on your own, call your Regional Director to get connected.

This year you’ll be able to get quotes for shipping your robot through Shepard Exposition Services on line. Go to their website www.Shepardes.com/first in January with crate dimensions, weight and the zip codes to and from to find out what visiting that extra regional will cost.

15 days until kickoff
see you then!
Posted by Bill at 8:16 AM 0 comments 
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Thursday, December 18, 2008

All about the wireless 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Here at HQ, we’ve spent a lot of time testing the new control system wireless components lately. You may have heard some concerns using Bluetooth technology, so I want you to know the FRC wireless is 802.11n based. We’ve been working with Calence (a wireless system integrator recommended to us by CISCO) and OctoScope ( a local company with wireless testing expertise) to test our field management system and wireless communication under multiple extreme conditions. We’ve been able to run up to 18 robots in a single Overdrive field without interference.

And talking about controlling your robot, when you construct your team’s operator console this year so that it will fit on the 60” wide by 12” deep shelf of the alliance station during competition, give some thought to stability/security. It won’t be required, but I strongly suggest you put some hook tape on the underside of your console. Each shelf will have loop tape ready and waiting for you.

Do you have other questions about or comments on the New Control System? Go to the forums to connect with the Beta teams and designers.

16 days until kickoff!
See you then
Posted by Bill at 12:07 PM 1 comments 
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Thursday, December 11, 2008

Game Hint # 2 

Good Morning Teams,

Take your machine out of the shop on Colorado in Paramount;
stop by and get connected on Central in Phoenix;
drive by and make a pickup on Minnetonka in Minnetonka;
then head to the field on Evergreen in Dover.

23 Days until Kickoff
See you then
Posted by Bill at 10:02 AM 5 comments 
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Wednesday, December 10, 2008

musings 

Good Morning Teams,

The deadline for the Safety Animation Award was Monday. 85 teams submitted videos and the top 6 contenders are now on their way to Underwriters Laboratories for the final cut. The winning animation will be shown during the Kickoff broadcast and at the opening of every Regional Event. My compliments to every team who entered a submission and best of luck to the top 6; teams 303, 342, 1280, 1716, 1746 and 2783.

Are you planning to go to college? Do you need money to make that happen? A lot of colleges and universities offer scholarships exclusively to FIRST students (you). Don’t pass this up. Look for the school of your choice here and do it soon, before you get caught up in this year’s game. Some of the application deadlines are coming up soon.

24 days until Kickoff
See you there!
Posted by Bill at 1:48 PM 1 comments 
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Friday, December 5, 2008

Hint 

Want to know more about the game? 

Posted by Bill at 9:08 AM 3 comments 




Wednesday, November 26, 2008

You’re going to be getting some help 

Good afternoon teams,

Thanks to a generous grant from National Instruments, FIRST was able to invite 59 volunteers from around the world to join me in Austin, TX last Saturday for a training conference on the new control system. These 59 people got a good look at what’s in the new control system early shipment and they got to meet several of the engineers and designers who designed the hardware and wrote the software. We discussed programming the new system in both C/C++ and LabVIEW and everyone had some time to work hands on with the components.

I asked these volunteers to return to their regions and share their new knowledge with teams by providing training and support from now until Championship. To find out what’s happening in your area, contact your Regional Director (Don’t know who that is? Go here.)

37 days until kickoff,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 1:03 PM 0 comments 
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Thank You 

Good afternoon teams,

I want to thank the Beta Test Teams and Alliances for all they’ve done to help prepare the New Control System for early shipment. These teams spent an enormous amount of time making immeasurable contributions to software design and documentation for the system. They provided constructive criticism where needed and often jumped in to create solutions to issues they found. A part of the credit for the success of the new control system goes to the following teams:

16 Bomb Squad Mountain Home, AR
39 The 39th Aero Squadron Gilbert, AZ
842 Falcon Robotics Phoenix, AZ
67 The HOT Team Milford, MI
79 Team Krunch Clearwater, FL
103 Cybersonics Kintersville, PA 
330 Beach Bots Hermosa Beach, CA
340 G.R.R. Rochester, NY
1511 Rolling Thunder Penfield, NY
476 Wildcats Ponca City, OK
499 Toltechs San Antonio, TX
668 The Apes of Wrath San Jose, CA
254 Cheesy Poofs San Jose, CA
100 The Wildhats Woodside, CA
1114 Simbotics St. Catharines, Ontario
1425 Error Code Xero Wilsonville, OR
1577 SteamPunk Ra’anana, Israel
1583 Rambotics Watkins, CO
1629 GaCo Oakland, MD
1714 More Robotics Milwaukee, WI
1816 The Green Machine Edina, MN
2129 Ultraviolet Minneapolis, MN
2220 Blue Twilight Eagan, MN
1848 SOUP Atlanta, GA

Thank you all.

38 days until kickoff,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 12:52 PM 0 comments 
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Tuesday, November 18, 2008

They're off!! 

Good Evening Teams,

The first new control system kits have just left the building on their way to teams who paid their registration fee and requested early shipment. The last two items arrived at our warehouse yesterday afternoon and I promised the kits would go out as soon as possible, so now we're shipping out kits as fast as we can pack them. The first 150 went out this evening and we'll get back to work bright and early tomorrow morning. Its not too late to get in on the fun. We'll continue shipping control system kits until December 5th, so if you change your mind, change your settings in TIMS.

46 days until kickoff,
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 6:31 PM 4 comments 
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The latest details 

Good Morning Teams,

As we're getting closer to shipping the New Control Systems, I'm trying to make as much information available to teams as possible. Please check out the updated 2009 New Control system page on our website where we're posting information and updates as they become available.

You know I can't give away the game, but I can do everything in my power to make sure teams are ready for competition. Sections of the Game Manual that aren't specific to the game are now available here. We'll continue to release chapters as we finalize details so check back often. There's lots you can be doing now to get ready.

For instance, did you know the criteria for the Chairman's Award has changed? This year teams are asked to create a short video to be handed in as part of their submission. If you win the Chairman's Award at your Regional event, your video will be shown on the big screen during the closing ceremonies. More details are available here.

Also, new this year, the Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers Entrepreneurship Award requires teams create a business plan. To help teams with this process FIRST has provided a template available here.

Finally, I have another question for you. We're thinking about changing the Wednesday night crate unpack hours at the Championship from 6-9PM to 5-8PM. What's your opinion?

46 days until Kickoff,
See you there!
Posted by Bill at 8:55 AM 4 comments 
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Thursday, November 13, 2008

Something from Dean 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Dean has something he wants to tell you. Last weekend I visited with Dean and lent him a hand as he created a new video clip about the new control system. Watch it here.

50 Days until Kickoff.
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 1:51 PM 0 comments 
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Thursday, November 6, 2008

Training Webcasts 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Have you been to a training on the New Control System yet? You probably know Beta teams and Alpha Testers are offering trainings in their area, but what can you do if you don't live near a Beta test team? I've got good news for you, two trainings will be webcast over the next two weekends. Warm up your computer, grab a snack and check this out.

Team 103 will present training on the New Control System at Ramp Riot this Saturday, November 8th at 10:00AM EST. If you won't be anywhere near Ambler, PA you can watch the webcast on http://www.ustream.tv/channel/ramp-riot-ix

Then next Saturday, November 15th, WPI will host a live training at 1:00PM EST in Worcester, MA showcasing designers of code, utilities and hardware in the new system. Contact colleen@wpi.edu if you'd like to attend. Details on viewing the webcast will be available soon on http://first.wpi.edu

Be sure to keep checking the New Control system Beta test forum for details, updates and announcements of future trainings near you. There's a lot happening out there.

57 days until Kickoff.
See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 3:38 PM 2 comments 
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Tuesday, November 4, 2008

Early shipment of the new control system 

Good Afternoon Teams,

As of today, we have 496 teams who have registered, paid and requested early shipment of the New Control System. To help those teams prepare and to let the rest of you know what you're missing, I've asked Kate, our Kit of Parts Engineer, to provide a preliminary list of the contents of the early shipment control kit. I don't expect any of the items on the list will change, but if they do I'll let you know. I hope this helps you in planning.

59 days until Kickoff.
See you there! 

Posted by Bill at 1:30 PM 1 comments 




Wednesday, October 29, 2008

Change in 2009 

Good Morning Teams,

Did you know that in 2008 FIRST shipped more than 20,000 pounds of trophies and medallions to the Regional Events? That's right, 10 tons. In an effort to reduce this cost and simplify things, we've made some small changes that will have a big impact. Medallions will stay the same size and still be awarded in gold, silver and bronze, but the design will change. All of the team awards will remain, but trophies will become more standardized in size (kind of like the Emmys). I want to thank all of you who responded to the 2008 FRC Team Survey and helped us make these decisions. I value your input on those surveys.

65 days until Kickoff.
See you then!
Posted by Bill at 10:35 AM 8 comments 
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Wednesday, October 22, 2008

Here's the latest 

Good Morning Teams,

I've been busy since I got back, but here's the latest.

The Safety Contest I advertised on October 8th is officially out of t-shirts. Congratulations to the first 50 teams who answered all the safety questions correctly. FMA is still providing certificates for anyone who wants to try their skill. I'll be looking for them in your pits this season.

I understand there has been some confusion regarding the three person per team limit at the Founder's Reception on Friday night. As more and more teams join us at this event, we've run out of room at Dean's house and don't want the Fire Marshall to shut us down. So the decision was made to reduce the number of people per team so that more teams may attend. There is still no limit on the number of participants a team may bring to the Kickoff event on Saturday morning in Manchester, so please feel free to sign up and join us there.

If you're on the fence about having your new control system shipped early, maybe this bit of information might help. The box is 24 1/4"L x 15 1/2"W x 12"D, it weighs about 60lb and it will be shipped ground. That should help you get an idea of shipping costs to your facility.

Finally, we're changing the names of two items in the new control system. The analog bumper (which plugs into NI module 9201 and provides powered connections to the sensors) will now be called the analog breakout. The pneumatic bumper (which plugs into NI module 9472 and provides powered connections to the solenoids) will now be called the solenoid breakout.

72 days until Kickoff! See you there.
Posted by Bill at 9:22 AM 2 comments 
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Tuesday, October 14, 2008

I'm back with some advice 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Heads up! The Game Design Committee strongly recommends teams do not assume any particular robot design or make significant purchases prior to the game release in January. There's nothing in the rules that says you can't start planning and training before kickoff, but this year you might want to know what you're planning for before you make any major purchases or invest a lot of build time.

Also, the Beta Test team public forum is back up. If you have a pre existing forum account, you will be able to post to the forum as usual during this transition time. New accounts are temporarily frozen while IT adds more security features. Thank you for your patience as we get this situation under control.

80 days until Kickoff! See you then.
Posted by Bill at 1:05 PM 1 comments 
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Friday, October 10, 2008

A couple of quick things 

Good Afternoon Teams,

A couple of quick things before I head off to a secret meeting at an undisclosed location.

While I was in California at the ARM convention I had the opportunity to visit the Beta Test Team Alliance of teams 668 Apes of Wrath, 254 Cheesy Poofs and 100 Wild Hats. They've set up shop at AMES NASA and have completed task three. I was impressed by their enthusiasm and want to thank all the Beta Teams. I appreciate your hard work.

The FIRST forums are down (see the explanation at http://forums.usfirst.org) but IT is working madly to find a way to get at least the Beta Test Public Forum up again. Please bear with us as we find a way to protect our students from inappropriate postings. I'll let you know when the FIRST forums are up and running again.

Also, the deadline for the President's Circle has been extended until December 1, 2008. The details will be released soon in an email blast.

84 days until Kickoff! See you then.

Oh, and thank you for your suggestions about the Safety Video. I'll pass them on to FMA.
Posted by Bill at 4:25 PM 1 comments 
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Wednesday, October 8, 2008

Something fun 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Our friends at FMA and UL have teamed up to provide FRC teams with a unique challenge. Check out the FRC page on www.usfirst.org. There's something new in the headlines. Team email blast coming soon.

86 Days until Kickoff! See you then. 

Posted by Bill at 4:15 PM 2 comments 
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Tuesday, October 7, 2008

Out of the Office 

Good Afternoon Teams,

I'm currently in Santa Clara, CA at the ARM developer's conference where I'll be speaking about FIRST, recruiting mentors and sneaking a peak at the latest technology. I'll be back in a few days, but don't worry, the rest of the FRC staff are hard at work.

87 days until Kickoff! See you then.
Posted by Bill at 10:59 AM 0 comments 
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Thursday, October 2, 2008

And we're off! 

Good Afternoon Teams,

FRC registration for 2009 opened for business this afternoon and more than 550 teams registered in the first hour. We're off to a great start to what promises to be a very exciting year. The operations department is busy fielding calls, and will always be happy to help with your registration questions 8:30AM-5:00PM EST, but maybe I can give you some more background as to what's up.

As you register you might notice there's no New Zealand Regional listed. It takes a lot to set up a new regional event in a short time and the decision was made a the final hour that New Zealand wouldn't participate as a regional in 2009. I want to thank the volunteers who worked tirelessly to recruit teams and who scrambled to organize a regional event in less than a year. FRC is working with those volunteers to make sure the existing New Zealand teams can participate on some level in 2009 and we hope to have a New Zealand Regional in 2010.

The Chesapeake Regional, which I told you in an earlier post was TBD, is listed because a key volunteer has stepped forward and is working behind the scenes to make it happen. The details aren't finalized yet, but we're confident there will be a regional in the Mid-Atlantic region, so teams are invited to sign up.

Also, you might notice there's only one field listed for the New York City Regional after I told you this could possibly be a two field event. We don't want to spread our resources too thinly, so we decided to start with just the one field.

Finally, an update on the Microsoft Seattle Regional. Teams sponsored by grants from the State of Washington are being given preference because of the terms of the grants. It was a tough call, but here at FIRST we hear you when you express concerns about finding funding for your team. So when these grants became available, we weighed the inconvenience of limiting access to the regional event with the benefit of finding funding.

Oh, and a typo was just brought to my attention. The Championship registration fee remains $5,000 just like last year, no matter how it might have appeared briefly on usfirst.org.

I'm really looking forward to the season.

92 days to kickoff! See you then.
Posted by Bill at 1:48 PM 3 comments 




Friday, September 26, 2008

Blogging can be a real challenge 

Good Afternoon Teams,

It's a real challenge sharing information with the FRC community because so much of what's happening right now is in flux.

Beta test teams are working with prototypes of the new control system and reviewing draft documentation. As they share their findings with us, we'll correct final bugs and post information on the public beta test forum. I can't be specific about when the postings will start because I can't predict how long the Beta Test teams will take or what they will find. Beta Test teams have been directed to share everything through the Public Beta Test forum to ensure everyone in the FRC community will have equal access to their findings. We're going to show you everything as soon as it's ready.

The new control system is in production. The challenge now lies in convincing the suppliers to put the needs of the FRC community above their other (more profitable) production deadlines. I can't be specific about when the new control systems will be shipped to teams because I can't predict precisely when all the parts will be in house, but I will send the new control systems out as early as possible. When I know the final price for the extra control system parts, I will share it with everyone.

FRC has decided to make parts reusable for a number of positive reasons, but I can't be specific about what registration costs will be in the future because I can't predict what the market will do. The FIRST staff are always working to keep the costs of participation down, but we don't have any control over the cost of parts, the expense of shipping or the extent to which our suppliers are willing to donate time or materials. It is my goal to provide a full FRC experience as economically as possible.

This is what it's like in the real world folks. Woodie said it best. "There's never enough information. Never enough time." He was talking about the games, but it applies to the work FRC does behind the scenes as well. My plan is to share as much information with the FRC community as I can and to show you what the real engineering experience is at FIRST

98 days until Kickoff. See you then!

P.S. We haven't decided what the 2009 game hint will be yet.... but there are rumors that Dave just bought a new dive mask and flippers.....
Posted by Bill at 2:16 PM 11 comments 
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Wednesday, September 24, 2008
Public Beta Test Forum 

Good Afternoon Teams,

The public Beta team forum has opened and I invite you to view our first postings. My thanks to the Beta test teams below who are dedicating their time to test the new systems and who will be posting their findings on the forums for everyone to see.

16 Bomb Squad Mountain Home, AR
39 39th Aero Squadron, Falcon Robotics Gilbert, Phoenix, AZ
67 HOT - Heros of Tomorrow Milford, MI
79 Team Krunch Palm Harbor, FL
103 Cybersonics Technology Team Kintnersville, PA
330 BeachBot Hermosa Beach, CA
340 Greater Rochester Robotics Churchville, NY
368 Team Kika Mana Honolulu, HI
476 Wildcats Ponca City, OK
499 Toltechs San Antonio, TX
668 The Apes of Wrath San Jose, CA
987 HIGHROLLERS Las Vegas, NV
1114 Simbotics St. Catharines, Ontario
1425 Error Code Xero Wilsonville, OR
1577 SteamPunk Raanana, Israel
1583 Rambotics Watkins, CO
1629 GaCo (Garrett Coalition) Oakland, MD
1714 More Robotics MIlwaukee, WI
1816 The Green Machine Edina, MN
1848 SOUP Atlanta, GA

I would also like to take a moment and thank the Alpha testers who lent us a hand in August by retrofitting competition robots, proof reading documents and assisting us with early tests of the New Control System. We at FRC appreciate all that the Alpha testers and Beta teams have done and will do to help get the New Control System ready for prime time.

100 days until Kickoff. See you then!
Posted by Bill at 4:15 PM 2 comments 
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Friday, September 19, 2008

More information on the New Control System 

Good Afternoon Teams,

Some updates for you:

FRC has decided to make parts of the New Control System reusable. That's right. If all goes well, teams will be able to reuse the cRIO, the modules, the bumpers, the digital side car, the power distribution board, the drivers station and a number of other items. We hope to keep costs down and reduce the impact manufacturing, shipping and scrapping these items has on our environment. With more than 1700 teams expected to participate this year, we can make a big difference with this small change in policy.

The New Control System will be programmable in NI LabVIEW or C/C++. If you want to get a head start on the season, start brushing up on your programming skills. The new system won't work with easy C.

FIRST plans to provide Robot Inspectors with extra training this year to prepare them for the New Control System. Lead Robot Inspectors will be invited to FIRST headquarters for a weekend marathon of insights, instruction and inspection practice. Then they'll return home and pass their new knowledge on to the Robot Inspectors for their Regional. Be sure to thank these dedicated volunteers when you see them. They're going the extra mile to make sure things run smoothly at your events.

We're still planning to ship the New Control System as early as possible to teams that register and arrange for payment (see 8/27/2008 post on Bill's Place http://forums.usfirst.org/showthread.php?t=9697) Shipments of the New Control System will be on a first come, first served basis and subject to availability. (That means we can't wait to get them out to you, but we might have to wait for parts. We'll send out everything we have, then keep sending out kits as we get restocked by our suppliers.)

106 days until Kickoff. See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 8:50 AM 6 comments 
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Tuesday, September 16, 2008

Have you been to the Championship? 

Good Afternoon Teams

We've already started planning for the 2009 Championship in Atlanta, GA (which will be held April 16 -18 by the way) and an interesting idea came up in the discussion. As you know, FIRST Finale has always been held in Centennial Park on Saturday night after the final Awards Ceremony. The teams that come tell us that they have a really good time, but other teams tell us that the event runs too late for teams that have to drive or fly home that night and that it's too much of a financial burden for teams to stay over an additional night in Atlanta just so they can attend. So here's the question. What do you think about our holding the FIRST Finale on Friday night? Would you come? Should we give the party a new name? Should we leave things the way they are?

108 Days until Kickoff. See you then! 

Posted by Bill at 4:26 PM 11 comments 
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Monday, September 15, 2008

Beta Testing 

Good Afternoon Teams,

As I'm sure you're aware, the Beta Test Team Kits start shipping today. Beta Teams will be receiving:

· 1 FIRST specific cRIO 

· 2 analog modules 

· 2 analog bumpers 

· 2 digital I/O modules 

· 2 pneumatic bumpers 

· 1 digital output sourcing module 

· 1 power distribution board

· 1 driver station 

· 1 wireless adapter set 

· 1 camera 

· 2 joysticks 

· assorted cables and connectors 

· a DVD of software that will be shipped by NI

We're short a few items (we special ordered early editions of parts that are currently in production and one or two were damaged in transit) so we'll ship to the most distant teams first, and keep sending out kits as replacement parts arrive.

Digital Side Cars will be shipped separately the minute we receive them.

In the mean time, Beta Teams will have more than enough to get started with because they'll receive their invitations to join the Beta Test team private forum today. 

The public Beta Test forum where everyone else can ask questions and Beta Teams can share updates will go live soon. I'll let you know the minute it's ready.

109 days to Kickoff. I'll see you there! 

Posted by Bill at 12:51 PM 6 comments 
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Thursday, September 11, 2008

question for you 

Good Afternoon Teams,

You may or may not be aware of an award that was piloted in 2008 at NYC Regional. Since the results of the pilot were inconclusive, I'd like to open the discussion up to a wider audience. Last year we looked at Robot Carts, the unsung workhorses at the regional events. Robot Carts need to be engineered to transport a robot up and down ramps and across uneven terrain on the way to and from the playing field. They must fit through doors at events and be able to be transported safely to and from the venue. Many teams design their cart to express the team theme and add 'extras' like tool kits, lights, and cup holders. To be honest, I've seen some pretty impressive carts over the years. So I was surprised when we introduced an opportunity for teams to vote for the "Outstanding Cart" and the response was less than overwhelming. Why?

Is finding time to evaluate team carts at an event an additional burden on already busy teams?
Am I the only one surprised and impressed by the work some teams put into designing their carts?
Would you vote for Outstanding Cart, if the award was offered at your regional this year?

113 days until kickoff. See you then.
Posted by Bill at 3:11 PM 14 comments 
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Wednesday, September 10, 2008

I heard you 

Good Afternoon Teams,

As you can see, after listening to your comments and working closely with the FIRST IT department, Bill's Place has turned into Bill's Blog. I'm just learning this system, so things might progress slowly at first, but I'm looking forward to fleshing out this new space and continuing to keep you informed as decisions are made regarding the new control system, the 2009 FRC season and all sorts of other things that are happening here at FIRST. More details coming soon.

124 days until Kickoff. See you then.
Posted by Bill at 4:42 PM 6 comments 




