2012 Chairman’s Essay 

West Virginia is often viewed as a state of rural isolation and pastoral landscapes. But this image won’t long endure. Times are changing. A movement is at work in the Mountain State, one that has taken hundreds by storm. We are that movement. So who are we? We are educational advocates. We are the catalysts for a fundamental shift in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) appreciation. We are the driving force of a successful program influencing youths all across our state. We are inspired students working toward a brighter future. We are MARS--and we are on a mission.
[image: image1.png]


We know better than anyone that our state is at a disadvantage for the spread of higher education. One study shows that only 16% of high school freshmen in WV will go on to complete any post-secondary education, less than half the national average. But we also know that wherever there is a challenge, there is a solution. That is why we formulated our WV Plan—a strategy for using FIRST as the vehicle to spread increased opportunity for and appreciation of STEM involvement throughout our state. Our ultimate goal is to increase post-secondary education rates and to foster brighter futures for typically disadvantaged West Virginia students. Having seen the difference team MARS has made on our individual lives and our community, we believe FIRST has the power to change the pathway of West Virginia’s educational future. After all, 100% of MARS graduates have gone onto college on some form of scholarship, most of them in STEM fields. By increasing our outreach and widening our impact on the state, we hope to bring similar success to students all across WV.
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Unlike other areas, where teams can be linked easily through a 15-minute drive across town, our state has a rural nature that makes commuting immensely difficult—especially during build season, when winter weather poses a particularly dangerous traveling hazard. This has forced our team to devise innovative strategies to surmount the barriers facing team networking. One such solution is the Appalachian Robotics Alliance (ARA), an online community providing links, team resources, and listings and contact information for FRC, FTC, or FLL teams in any of WV’s 55 counties. By using the ARA, teams or interested parties can network with us or each other, strengthening relationships and increasing sustainability. 
Past efforts to spread robotics through WV have focused mainly on playing a numbers game, instituting as many teams as possible in a given timeframe, but these efforts have frequently proven short-lived. In the past decade, 4 FRC teams in WV have folded, some after only a single season. Therefore, MARS focuses on forming teams that can endure despite the state’s severe financial and demographic limitations. Last season, we helped initiate rookie FRC team 3492 in rural Putnam County and maintained a close mentoring relationship with them throughout the season. Team 3492 was chosen as a partner for the winning alliance in their first regional competition and attended the 2011 World Championship. They also developed a partnership with Toyota which will ensure the team’s sustainability for years to come. This year, they have followed our example in reaching across their community to include multiple high schools and offer FIRST to more students than ever before.
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Our many FLL teams have experienced similar success. This year at the state competition, 32 of 36 teams were supported by MARS and our partners at 4-H and NASA. These MARS-sponsored teams won 13 of the 14 awards. This is due not only to our financial backing, but also to the intensive mentoring we offer FLL teams during their build season. The number of FLL teams we sponsor continues to grow each year, as MARS spreads our outreach efforts throughout the entire state and beyond. Currently, we sponsor 41 FLL teams in the WV-PA region, including 23 of our state’s 55 counties, and plan to reach every county by 2021. Our efforts with FLL have proved helpful to our team as well, as 14 of our 28 members come from FLL teams. Our annual FLL Scrimmage has become an important event for FLL teams in our region. We organize and judge the event so FLL teams from across the state can compete and win awards before the state championship. Not only does this help teams, but it also helps the community—the scrimmage serves as our annual food drive for local pantries.

The food drive is only one of the ways we give back to the community. MARS students participate in projects such as charity triathlons, summer camps, 4-H programs, parades, and an annual open house that allows our many sponsors and fans to see what we have accomplished. Our many partnerships are a large part of what helps make our team so successful. With a non-profit 501(c)(3) status and community partners as varied as NASA, 4-H, and the county Board of Education (BOE), our team enjoys support from many avenues in the form of financial backing, materials, outreach assistance, and mentors. Our build space, shop equipment, and many of our incredible mentors come from our largest sponsor, West Virginia University. Our partnership with 4-H has been an integral part of spreading our influence across the state. Last summer, MARS wrote and taught the curriculum for classes at summer 4-H camps. In conjunction with the BOE, MARS implemented a college-level engineering class at a local high school and robotics classes in a local middle school. Through our partnership with the Mollohan Foundation, we have also educated others through summer camps and STEM initiatives such as the JASON project. Last year, MARS students used state educational content standards to create grade-appropriate STEM education coloring worksheets for elementary school children that we distributed along with our team storybook to the children’s hospital and at our public events. Through NASA’s Magnetospheric Multiscale Mission (MMS), MARS has gained funding for our team by building LEGO replicas of the probes, which will become the basis for NASA curricula and materials surrounding the project. These materials will be used in classrooms around the world, effectively spreading MARS on a global scale. Projects such as these reinforce the valuable tenets of STEM education and [image: image4.jpg]


help foster recognition of our team throughout the state and beyond. 
We keep ourselves in the public eye through participation in popular community events, local media, charity affiliations, and our open house. In February 2011, all of WV was introduced to MARS through a WV-PBS documentary that showcased our program to the state. Most recently, the MMS Lego model that our team built for NASA was used as a prop on the popular show “The Big Bang Theory,” which we hope is the first step in a trend of furthering our team’s recognition. Our work with NASA has led to a potential position as a NASA center team in the upcoming season, furthering an already invaluable partnership.
Our team’s success is noticed not only at the local level, but increasingly more so outside as we continue to interact with the rest of the FIRST community. The Pittsburgh regional committee adopted a rookie handbook written by MARS students for distribution at their 2012 event. This same packet has been translated from English into Arabic and Spanish to provide assistance to even more rookie teams all throughout the FIRST world. In 2009, we purchased Lunacy Orbit Balls in excess and distributed them to teams as far away as Hawaii who were unable to obtain them due to shortages. Our team has also participated in LabView and control system Beta testing, and, along with FIRST team 1629, presented our findings to the Baltimore Alliance. Every year before competitions, our team holds team seminars to stress the importance of gracious professionalism to our members, and our behavior at events has frequently been recognized by other teams. 

Part of our team’s success can be attributed to the close relationships among team members, mentors, and parents. We maintain a student-to-mentor ratio of less than 3:1, allowing students to learn directly from experts in science, engineering, business, and education. Every Saturday and Sunday during build season, the team gathers for meals provided by parents, which serve as a way to come together and share in the accomplishments, achievements, and challenges of all members. All MARS members are encouraged to attend competitions. The team helps fund travel costs for all members to ensure that every student is given the opportunity to experience all that FIRST has to offer. Students with financial barriers are never kept from participating in any aspect of the team. 
As West Virginians, we’re used to a social stigma that tells us our only options are mining and farming. But as a team, we’re here to say we can achieve incredible heights. We are breaking down longstanding barriers to bring WV to the forefront of a globally competitive world. We are bringing unprecedented possibilities to a historically undervalued state. We are changing the world around us. We are blazing a brighter future for students in STEM fields. We are opening doors to unexplored possibilities. We are a force to be reckoned with. We are MARS.
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