Winning at Documentation: What and How We Did It

Charlie Foster

DeWitt Perry Middle School

1709 Beltline Road

Carrollton, TX 75006    

culpd@cfbisd.edu

972-968-4400  
Winning at Documentation: What and How We Did It

1. Introduction

As an 8th grade Botball student at DeWitt Perry Middle School, I have a lot of tasks set before me. Being a team leader, teaching the younger students and managing the team are just a couple of the things that I have to do. However, when it comes to the competition part of Botball, I have many more things to do then just “managing the team”.


As we all know, the Botball competition is scored in three areas; Seeding, Double Elimination, and the Documentation Website. Many people just focus on the Seeding and Double Elimination rounds of the tournament, but several teams lose the competition not because of bad robots, but of a bad documentation website. The documentation website itself consists of 33% percent of your team’s overall score. This is definitely something that your team cannot over look. 

2. Beginning the Documentation Process – Setting goals

During our team’s first organized meeting in 2006, we met everyone and figured out what we would like to do while we were at our Botball meetings. Everyone wanted to either build a robot or attempt programming the robots. This left only one person to the documentation website: me. 

Since I worked on our Documentation site the two years previous, this wasn’t too tricky for me. I took on the task alone, but ready to receive perfect scores for our documentation site.


As our team split into sub-groups and discussed what they would be doing for the year, I sat down by myself and thought about the various goals I would have throughout the year. Figure 1 shows some of the goals I came up with then.

	Figure 1: Goals Created at Beginning of Year


	Goal
	Importance

	Organize notetakers
	Have people getting information for website and keeping the group organized

	Keep up with rest of team
	Know what is happening with everyone else

	Know the due dates
	If we don’t have the necessary things in time, we may lose points


After realizing the major goals I had to accomplish, I quickly set to work in preparing a winning documentation website and team. My first objective was to figure out exactly how many students wanted to help me when it came to note-taking and adding entries into the computer. Few wanted to help but said that if they were really needed, they’d help. To me, that was at least a start. 

3. Documentation Entries

Over the following weeks, I myself talked to each individual team member and took thorough notes on what each person was doing and why he or she was doing it. Since I was taking notes the whole meeting time, I ended up adding entries into our Documentation website every night after our meetings. My entries included the main tasks of each day and the accomplishments we were making in the progress. The entries also had our failures and mistakes in them as well. Here is an example of one of my entries close to the beginning of the season about our strategy.

	Figure 2: Example Entry

	We will have two robots on the field at the same time. As soon as the light turns on the robot going for Botguy will launch forward and put down its arm to push the pendulum towards the opponent’s side. This will make Botguy slide off the roof and on to our side. To make sure that he falls directly behind our robot, we will have to build side bars to keep Botguy from falling off to the side. While the Botguy robot is going forward, the robot that will be collecting Tribbles will begin by facing the left-hand side of the board. At the light, our Tribble robot will move forward until the first Tribble is in the scoop. Once the first Tribble is collected, the robot will make a 90 degree turn to the right and then go forward to collect the second Tribble. Now the Tribble robot will make a 90 degree turn to the right and wait for the Botguy robot to get out of the way. The Botguy robot will then move backward to push Botguy into the red home. To do this we will likely have to build a scoop to push Botguy over the PVC pipe. Once the Botguy robot is out of the way, the Tribble robot will continue forward to the right-hand side of the board and collect the Inner Tube, the Tribbles that fell off the rooftop, and the Tribbles that are on the far right hand corner of our side of the board. Now the Tribble robot will make a 90 degree turn to the right and continue forward to the green house. Once at the PVC pipe, our Tribble robot will be using lift arms and paper to scoop the Tribbles over the PVC pipe and into the green home.This will conclude our strategy. 


All of my entries were consistent (like this one) when it came to material.  Besides the substance however, I also had to make sure that certain other aspects were right in each entry as well. Figure 3 lists what aspects I checked for as I compiled each Documentation entry.

	Figure 3: Aspects to Check When Making Entry


	Grammar
	Spelling

	Punctuation
	Meaning

	Diction
	Format

	Coherency
	Thoroughness


4. Problems Along the Way

About half way through the season, I found that it was quite hard to get every piece of information that I needed when there was only one person taking notes. After a little persuasion and reminding teammates they previously said they’d help if needed, six other students became the “Documenters”. These six people helped me out a bunch by being my eyes and ears in the practice room while I was able to comprehend everything and create entries from our notes. Being able to work quietly, but still with the team helped me create better entries with all of the necessary information in each entry.


While creating entries and gathering notes, I also had to stay very organized and I always had to know what had to be done at certain times. Without organization, even the best team can falter and make many mistakes. This is why I kept a binder and folder with all of the necessary notes and print outs with me at all times. Dividers also help, but I found that I didn’t need them. At the end of each meeting, each of the six “Documenters” handed me their notes and told me what all they saw, heard, and did during the entire meeting. This helped me understand what was going on from various perspectives and to know each and every thing that happened that day. I talked to the other team leaders to discuss what happened. I gathered more information from the leaders than the note takers, but the notes helped remind me about what happened that day.

5. Documentation Presentation

As we all know, each team has three documentation “periods” that are graded. During the last two of the three, obstacles appeared when it came to our Documentation. During the second “period” I became very sick and was unable to attend school. This left the Documentation site untouched for several days until one of our leaders picked up the slack until I came back. Thankfully I was able to get well quickly and return to the tending of our website. Our last challenge was the well-known Documentation Presentation. When I first remembered this presentation, I thought that it was no big deal and that we were going to be able to use the computer to help explain our website. This year however, KIPR changed things on us. Instead of the usual computer, we had to print off anything and everything that we wanted to use. Nothing could be “technological” in any form or fashion. I found out about these changes very closely to our competition date. I knew that we had to have a good presentation in order to score high in the documentation area of the competition. In order to do this, I planned for our team to have a miniature skit with all of our information woven into the skit. This skit had to have a lot of planning and I knew that I would be stressed with having to make both a skit and keeping up entries and notes on our team. Thankfully, several team members volunteered to help out with the basics of the script. Three students decided that they would make a “rough skit” for me so that I could have a basic outline of what our skit would be. This helped me out a bunch and saved me both time and stress.

During the final week of our “season”, I was always on the computer and working on our presentation. Everything had to be prefect for presentation and judging. With the final days flying by, I was ready to show and impress the judges my hard work and effort.


6. The Competition

Just as planned, February 25th rolled around. Once at the competition site, our team prepared for an exciting, yet stressful day. After a dismal Seeding round and a fair Double Elimination tournament, our team was on the brink of complete failure or complete victory. Our Documentation was the only thing left for us to add to our totals. We only hoped that we did good enough to place well into the Top Ten.


As we would soon discover, we would end up not placing in Seeding, becoming a Finalist in Double Elimination, and receive 2nd place on our Documentation Website and Presentation (combined), losing to only the previous National Champion. Every team member was congratulated, but I was thanked and recognized for my hard work on such a wonderful presentation and website. 


While driving home from an exhausting, yet fun day, I reflected on the many pros and cons of the overall season and competition. I found many pros, but also many cons that arrived during the year. Figure 4 shows some of these pros and cons that I thought of.

	Figure 4: Pros and Cons of Botball Season

                  Pros                                                     Cons

	Eventful and Exciting Year
	Stressful

	Able to work with new students
	Full of challenges

	Leadership skills developed
	Not much time

	Learned how to work efficiently
	Over-loaded until team members came to help

	Pass Botball “information” to other team members
	Knew everything must be perfect…


7. Conclusion

After all of the excitement, stress, and fun, I know that this year’s competition gave me experience and lessons to remember for the upcoming Botball years. I know that I will have to be very organized and prepared for anything. Any random event may happen that cause your team problems or (possibly) failure. Stay organized and be ready. Divide your team into “sub-groups” so that the work can be divided easily. I know that I had a lot to do and I may not have finished it all if I didn’t have a few other kids helping me. Set goals and make sure you accomplish them. Without goals, you may not know where to go. Have your own work style, but don’t make things too hard on yourself. You’re going to need as much help as possible!
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