
Robotics program helps boost STEM education in N.C. 
Students in a North Carolina school district participate in robotics instruction through the 

nonprofit CyberKids Robotics program. The students, who are either builders, programmers or 

drivers, compete in teams, directing their robots to maneuver through a set course and 

learning technology, teamwork and problem-solving skills. The program is part of a statewide 

initiative to promote science, technology, engineering and math education among students.  
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What careers use STEM training: 
 Accountants 

 Civil engineers 

 Biochemists 

 Computer programmers 

 Astronomers 

 Mechanical engineers 

 

What is STEM education? 
STEM learning includes education in the subjects of science, technology, engineering and math. 

SHELBY — Shelby Intermediate School students gather around the tiny robot. 

They eagerly tinker with its exterior, making tiny adjustments to the robot’s frame. 

When they are satisfied with their changes, they carefully cradle the robot and place it on an 

outlined course. The robot moves, and the once-chattering students are quiet with anticipation. 

The students are part of the CyberKids Robotics program, a nonprofit organization focused on 

promoting STEM — an acronym for science, technology, engineering and math — learning. The 

program is part of a movement taking place in schools throughout the country to encourage 

STEM curricula. “Everything that we do now, just about, is based on some form of technology,” 

said Dr. Martha Hill, Cleveland County Schools assistant superintendent for curriculum and 

instruction. Educating students in technology-related fields now could mean it’s easier for them 

to find better-paying jobs after graduation. A Georgetown University Center on Education and 

the Work Force study released in October found that a majority of people with bachelor’s 

degrees in a STEM field earn more than people with master’s degrees in a non-STEM field. 

Similarly, 47 percent of people holding a STEM-related bachelor’s degree earned more than 

someone with a doctorate degree in a non-STEM field. The study also found that STEM jobs are 

among the most highly paid and fastest-growing careers. 

  

Playing as learning 
CyberKids Robotics students will compete against other student teams where they’ll maneuver 

their group-designed robots around a set course. 

From picking up tiny pieces of plastic to turning gears, the robot is graded on how it 

accomplishes various tasks around the course and how long it takes to finish. The deadline is two 

minutes and 30 seconds. Students meet regularly afterschool to work on their robots and 

troubleshoot problems with their designs. 

“They’re analyzing the problem, they’re creating things to solve the problem and they’re 

monitoring the results,” Hill said. 

And that’s what helps students learn and retain information, she said. 
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Students in the robotics program are separated into three working groups: builders, programmers 

and drivers. The programmers use computers to write programs that make the robot do specific 

tasks. “If they need it to turn, we can make it turn. We can program it to stop,” said Charli Shade, 

a Shelby Intermediate fifth-grader. She used a grid-like design on the laptop computer screen to 

“connect” tasks for the robot to accomplish. Builders use Lego blocks, tiny wheels, gears and 

other connector tools to build the robot and create add-on parts. “I enjoy building because we get 

to add stuff on to what we’ve already built,” said Shelby Intermediate sixth-grader Braxton 

Clifton. Clifton said the hardest part of building a great robot is the desire to make the design 

perfect – he always wants to improve things. Drivers then help navigate the robot through the 

maze and around the obstacles. “We’ve had to learn how to be put under pressure – that’s hard,” 

said fifth-grader Alexis Stearns. “There’s going to be 200 people in the stands.” 

  

Teamwork 
At Burns Middle School, students are just getting started with the CyberKids Robotics. They 

won’t compete in the Asheville competition, but they’ll be ready for the county-wide robotics 

competition later this spring. The school has two teams with a total of 18 students participating. 

Seventh-grader Connor McMurry loves building creations out of Legos and troubleshooting his 

problems “You have to know how it’s going to happen or where it’s going to mess up,” 

McMurry said of creating and building the robotics plans. But robotics, computer programming 

and gears aren’t the only things BMS team Android Storm has learned during the program. The 

students have discovered that they need the skills of the entire group to maximize their potential. 

“It helps us learn how you have to rely on other people,” seventh-grader Clayton Pruett said. 

Fallston Elementary School and Grover Elementary School also have CyberKids Robotics teams. 

  

A collaborative effort 
In September, the N.C. Department of Public Instruction announced a public-private partnership 

with state businesses to advance STEM learning among state students. The partnership is part of 

North Carolina’s Race to the Top program, which provides federal funding for the state’s Career 

and College, Ready, Set, Go! initiative. The N.C. STEM Community Collaborative will work 

with NCDPI to organize public and private STEM initiatives for students in kindergarten through 

12th grade. “All North Carolina classrooms deserve access to resources and tools that will help 

students learn the important skills that will make them competitive in today’s economy,” said 

State Superintendent June Atkinson in a press release. “N.C. STEM Community Collaborative is 

the state’s leader in connecting great programs, schools and districts with each other and private-

sector partners and experts from around the nation – it’s a key part of our STEM strategy.” 

Educators say students participating in STEM learning will expand integral skills needed after 

graduation. Although those students will benefit in the future from their new skills, they seem to 

enjoy their STEM learning in the present. “You get to work with friends and you get to work 

with people,” Shade said. “And you get to have fun.” 

 

Read more: http://www.gastongazette.com/articles/schools-64360-science-

shelby.html#ixzz1fgY9b9gV 
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