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Mac Apes don't monkey around

The Robotics A-Team, the Apes, is headed to the Vex Robotics World Championship,

INGRID SMITH
staff reporter

Ironically, it’s the humans that make a robot
special. According to senior Miles Bourgeois,
that is.

The Robotics A-team, also known as the
Apes, will be representing Mac's “Robo
Bonobos” club at the Vex Robotics World
Championship on May 5-7 in Dallas, Texas. To
the Apes, the journey to
‘Worlds has required trust,
teamwork and endless

amounts of hot chocolate.  W//N/ING. IS abOUL  to demonstrateto
For Bourgeois, robotics . s the judges that
is entirely a team affair. going and c/omg Mecha Kanzi
While each member of i ' £ 2000 is well
the Apes specializes in a I Qb otics and winnin g thought out.
rtclrmskieae S the Cherry on G Merns s duim
united under the notebos
not-so-simple goal of _ allows the team to
making a robot move. Plus, Evan Henderson e eligible for top
after a season filled with design and
competition interviews and celebratory achievement awards. Inspired

Tex-Mex dinners, the Apes can practically
finish each other's sentences.

“This year, I think I found the right balance
of the amount of people as well as those people's
skills,” Bourgeois said. “We all do similar things,
but we do them differently, so we all have
different perspectives. That, I think, has really
made our robot this year so much better and
has made the club so much more fun.”

Though the game itself never changes, the
Apes and their robot constantly have to adapt.
The Apes have been working on building an
entirely new robot to take to Worlds. Following
in the footsteps of their original Robo Bonobo,
“Kanzi,” the new robot has been dubbed “Mecha
Kanzi 2000.”

Senior Carson Pallotta and junior Evan
Henderson lead the robot construction and
fine-tuning processes. According to Pallotta,
building a new robot will allow the team to
apply their knowledge and
create a stronger robot
without risking the one that
got them this far. But
building Mecha Kanzi 2000
will not be easy. The new
robot must be completed in
one-third of the original
Kanzi’s build time.

“We're going to practice
our driving, we're going to
trust our driver, we're going
to trust our [programs], ”
Henderson said. “That sort of
‘making sure that we are able to
work as one has been a really
big thing.”

In preparation for the
upcoming events, the Apes can be found
bumping shoulders in McCallum’s robotics
closet nearly every day after school, blasting an
ever-growing playlist, screwing together metal
parts, discussing every wheel or part change
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It's never about the

While building Mecha Kanzi 2000,
Kanzi 1.0, which is covered in
money stickers and figurines, has
served as a reference as well as a
reminder of the team's success so
far. Photo by Ingrid Smith.

and documenting every step
of the process in their |
animal-themed design

notebook.

The Apes have agreed that the
notebook is Ava Carlson’s baby. The
design notebook, a major
point-scoring category at
competitions, is where Carlson writes
down research and draws diagrams of
design plans. The notebook, to which
the team applied
animal stickers on
every page, aims

by the McCallum
“RoboBonobos” label, the Apes
made sure Kanzi 1.0 showed up
to competitions in style: covered
edge to edge with their signature,
unmistakably McCallum, monkey stickers and
figurines.

"Miles and Evan were like, 'We've got to do
a notebook this year because that could help
us out a lot,” Carlson said. “So I was like,
‘Okay!” This is something that can help us win
the awards we won, like Excellence. That's one
Ireally wanted to win.”

In addition to driving the robot in
competitions, Bourgeois is the team’s
programmer. Bourgeois views his role as
getting hands-on with code and making the
robot move well, both when he’s controlling it
and when it’s driving itself. According to
Bourgeois, some teams can win
matches all because of
their success in the
first 15 seconds. At
the same time, even
the world’s best robot
would be of little use
without strong
driving.

“IfIdon't have
homework or if I want
to ignore my
homework, sometimes
I'll come in and just
work,” Bourgeois said.
“It's something that is
not brainless, but it's
different from school.”
Although, the Apes
joke, world-class robot designers have no
business doing homework.

‘While most teams run their robots on only
one autonomous program, Bourgeois has coded
eight, and he’s not stopping anytime soon. But
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that’s not all that makes the Apes unique.
While the general makeup of robots the team
competes against is the same, the Apes have
tuned into the endless possibilities for minute,
point-scoring details. Employing one new
major change, a ramp built to efficiently pick
up rolls and score points, Mecha Kanzi 2000
will likely be distinct, even
on the world stage.
Robotics
sponsor and
engineering
teacher Audrea
Moyers said it has
become
increasingly
difficult to qualify
for Worlds. Moyers
believes it is their
communication
skills and
commitment to the
process that make

the Apesspecial. o o 0rts on Mecha Kanzi 2000.
The Innovate Photo by Ingrid Smith.

Award, which the

Apes won at the

state level to qualify for Worlds, was based on
the team’s design process throughout an
entire season of work.

“To me, it's a really great way to qualify,
because it validates your season of effort,”
Moyers said. “It means they've really
internalized how you design things and they
can talk to judges about it. It's not just like,
‘Oh, we put this together in 15 hours.’ To me,
that's not impressive. What's impressive is,
‘T've worked on this for three months, I
tested it, I saw what was wrong, I fixed it and
Tkept working.”

Pallotta and Henderson test

Unlike other areas of school that
are largely conceptual, robotics is |
hands-on and allows students to put

their design ideas to the test and make
adjustments

in real-time.

According to Moyers, the sheer scale of the
‘Worlds competition is impossible to visualize.
The Apes, who are used to regional competitions
with less than 50 teams, will
be stepping into the arena
this time with 800 teams
from around the world. The
diverse roster includes teams
from as far as New Zealand,
South Korea and Azerbaijan.

While they won’t
compete in Dallas until
May, the Apes already have

their tournament routine
locked down.
“We do scouting, we
do skills runs potentially,
we repair things if
something breaks, we mess
around and we eat food,”
Pallotta said.

Staying true to the team’s theme,
Henderson is considering wearing an ape suit to
the competition, but would be willing to settle on
a banana-shaped tie.

“We're there to have fun before we're there to
win,” Henderson said. “You don't walk into a
competition and say ‘we absolutely must win this
or it'll be the end of the world.’ We said we're
gonna come into this competition and spend five
or six hours together and have a fun time
laughing and eating food doing robotics. It's
never about the winning. It's about going and
doing robotics, and winning is the cherry on top.”
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Teens locked on screens

After a year of virtual school, students struggle to set technology aside

INGRID SMITH
staff reporter

After living with eyes glued to screens for
two pandemic-ridden years, people all over
the world are now more reliant on electronic
devices than ever before. But with school
back in person and opportunities to socialize
face-to-face at last, some high schoolers are
struggling to put their phones aside and step
back into the real world. As some become
increasingly dependent on the escapism they
find in technology, with serious
consequences for mental health and grades,
internet addiction has increasingly become a
serious concern.

Even before the pandemic began, American
teens were facing a mental health crisis. United
States Surgeon General Vivek Murthy described
2 40% increase in “persistent sadness or
‘hopelessness” for high schoolers from 2009 to
2019, with one in three students experiencing
the symptom. According to Murthy, the
pandemic only worsened the problem.

“The COVID-19 pandemic further altered
their experiences at home, school and in the
community, and the effect on their mental
health has been devastating,” Murthy said in
an advisory on the teen mental health crisis.
“The future well-being of our country
depends on how we support and invest in the
next generation.”

Through the uncertainty of the pandemic,
phones and electronics were a lifeline for teens:
the devices that connected them to the world
and their friends, and the devices that served as
schools, gyms, coffee shops and everything in
between. According to a study by JAMA
Pediatrics, recreational screen time doubled
among teens during the pandemic from
estimates of 3.8 hours every day to 7.7, in
addition to the five to seven
‘hours many spent online for
virtual school.

In a poll on the
Macjournalism Instagram
with 298 respondents, 40%
said they spend 5-8 hours
per day on screens, and only
8% said they spend less than
3 hours on screens every
day. Although there are
positives to increased screen
time, such as greater
connectivity, researchers
have found that high
amounts of screen time
often correlate with poor
‘mental health and coping strategies.

According to the website for Zilker Center, an
Austin institution that offers treatment for
mental health issues, technology addiction
blends expectation and reward with the release
of chemicals like dopamine to create a “high.”

“The reward in question might be winning a
challenging video game, or getting a high
number of likes or views on an Instagram post

6 news

While it's necessary
to have Chromebooks
and technology, at
some point, | think it is
really important for
us to also just have
human interaction

Lauren Croom

Cairtoon by Kai Kirkhaim,

or TikTok,” the Zilker Center website says.
“Over time, your teen could begin to crave the
dopamine release they receive from
technology—resulting in their needing even
more stimulation to achieve the same
feel-good effect.”

After a full year of online learning, many
teachers made the decision to keep their
lessons somewhat
digital-based, with
students completing work
online in order to decrease
paper usage and keep all
resources in one place.
This increases the overall
time students spend on
screens.

Counselor Lauren
Croom views technology
in the classroom as a
“delicate balance," as it can
distract students if they
lack discipline.

Croom has also noticed
that increased cell-phone
usage can disrupt students’ sleep schedules,
which has a negative effect on their academic
performance.

“Ithink that while it's necessary to have
Chromebooks and technology, at some point, I
think it is really important for us to also just
have human interaction and be able to talk
and communicate and collaborate,” Croom
said. T feel like we've lost a lot of those skills

— counselor

through constant staring at screens.”

If world history teacher Kristen
‘Wachsmann could make the rules, all teachers
at McCallum would have a designated place
for student phones in their classrooms to
eliminate distractions.

“There's this tendency to think that
introducing technology, whatever it may be, is
somehow going to cure the problems that we
face in public education,” Wachsmann said. “I
don't agree with that analysis. I don't like
using Chromebooks all the time, because
research shows that people engage better and
learn better when they can read from a hard
copy, especially when you have a developing
‘brain. I think this tendency to go all in and
have 100% of things be online or digital is the
pendulum swinging too far.”

‘Wachsmann hopes to use her classroom as
a space for students to sharpen the social skills
they may have lost when school went entirely
virtual and implement a blended online and
on-paper teaching strategy to allow all types of
students to thrive.

“When we're in the classroom, the most
valuable resource we have is each other,"
Wachsmann said. "T want to make sure we're
using that. I think tech can be incredibly
useful at home as you're learning or when
you're applying your knowledge, but in the
classroom, I really want to maximize people’s
interaction with each other.”

Counselor Cristela Garcia said multiple
parents have contacted her due to their

students’ inability to learn with electronic
devices around. According to Garcia, these
complaints have nothing to do with
digital-based learning, but are instead the
result of students’ lack of discipline.

“They're complaining that their child cannot
learn because they are so fixated on going onto
other sites,” Garcia said. “We're not going to win
against Snapchat, Instagram, games. We're not
going to; that's more interesting. They're mad at
those things that are distracting students from
what they're supposed to be doing.”

It is clear from the initiatives listed on Austin
ISD’s “Everyone: 1” Chromebook program that
the district plans to continue using computers in
school to support students’ learning.

“Technology helps students take more control
over their own learning,” the Austin ISD website
says. “They will become better at learning how to
make their own decisions and become better
thinkers, ultimately resulting in stronger
achievement.”

As the first generation to grow up with an
abundance of screens and handheld devices,
today’s teenagers have the challenge of
managing dependence on screens and creating
healthy screen-time boundaries. While the
pandemic increased reliance on technology, the
screens are here to stay, both those in pockets
and in classrooms. For those who struggle, there
are resources available, including speaking to a
school counselor or a therapist, and in severe
cases, attending an internet addiction treatment
facility like the Zilker Center.
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A change in tempo

Orchestra directors' workload increases as they are required to tak

INGRID SMITH

co-online managing editor,
co-news editor

As aresult of AISD’s budget crisis, the
nationally recognized orchestra faces a
challenge it hasn’t encountered in more than 20
years: sharing its directors and resources with
another school.

In the frenzy of an unavoidable 9% faculty cut
at the end of last school year, fine arts programs
had to make sacrifices.

For example, assistant orchestra director Exika
Elder was slated to move to Lamar Middle School.
Orchestra directors Ricky Pringle and Elder knew
the resulting cuts to orchestra classes would be
drastic and impossible, so they decided to split
Lamar Middle School’s four orchestras between
themselves and continue sharing the responsibility
for directing the McCallum orchestra.

“It's definitely scary,” Elder said. “It is going
to be literally twice the amount of work because
we're trying to keep everything here at
McCallum as similar as we can, while also
picking up a second program. But we want to
‘make it work.”

For Pringle and Elder, this shift will mean
taking on double the students, double the
concerts and double the travel time. For
McCallum orchestra students, it means less time
with the directors, schedule changes, cut and
condensed specialized instrument classes and
differences in the structure of orchestra classes.

“I don't think it's fair to the kids,” Pringle said.
“Idon't think it's fair to a lot of the parents who
drive their kids all the way here for the specific
things that we offer. Are we about to become the
McCallum-Lamar orchestra program just as one?
T hope not. I will try to keep it as separate as
possible. But we can only do so much.”

The cause

Fine Arts Academy Director Gabe Reyes said
that while he and Principal Nicole Griffith will
always advocate for the Fine Arts Academy, they
have a responsibility to adhere to the budget.
According to Reyes, for Pringle and Elder to
return to McCallum full-time, orchestra and
Fine Arts Academy enrollment numbers need to
rise considerably. But the Fine Arts Academy
enrollment numbers are already well under the
projected 150-200 per grade.

“What's really important for students to
Kknow is that we're trying to do our best to make
decisions that we feel will help our programs,”
Reyes said. “But we're certainly not going to say
we have this 100% down."

But for now, Pringle and Elder will be
stretched thin.

“I can kind of feel a little bit of the burnout
coming on,” Elder said. “It's early in the year, so
we'll see. But it definitely does not feel like a
sustainable job. But I'm happy enough to be
there, like the kids are great and everyone at
Lamar is really nice.”

Pringle’s new motivation is to restore the two
full-time teaching positions to McCallum.

“In 2001, I was the first person to teach at
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McCallum and not have to teach McCallum
and Lamar,” Pringle said. “It's kind of sad that
after 21 years, it's going back to this.”
The effect
According to Pringle, the creation of the
sixth through 12th grade program will
undoubtedly benefit orchestra students at

| Orchestra director Ricky Pringle helps a sixth grade
| in the fifth-period beginner cello and bass class at
" Lamar Middle School learn notes and finger
position. Photo and caption by Ingrid Smith

‘While Pringle doesn’t feel that taking on
Lamar is fair to him as a teacher, other AISD
orchestra directors have it far worse. Some
orchestra positions were cut to halftime, some
were eliminated, and one middle school got rid
of its fine arts program altogether.

“I think it might ultimately kind of set a

Lamar. Frequent interaction scary precedent
between the young string players that a teacher can
and McCallum’s more experienced . do everything,
musicians will set the middle- If somethi ng middle school and
schoolers up for ) . high school,” Elder
ooy doesn't change in

Howered, terms of
sacrifices will .
be made. Cello investment, ...

class and viola
class have
been
combined,
and both
violin and
Dbass classes
will be cut
in half.
Addi-
tionally,
Pringle and Elder have had to adjust their
teaching styles to fit the needs of students ages
11-18.

“I have mixed feelings about it,” Pringle said.
“Tam excited that I will have a hand in what
goes on at the middle school. I'm not completely
excited about now adding three more groups to
have to take to UIL from Lamar."

| see programs
disappearing
permanently.
—orchestra director

Ricky Pringle

said. “T think that's a
trend that maybe our campus is excited
about. But in reality, it puts a lot more
work onto a teacher that's already
doing so much work”
The future

Senior bassist Peter Wiseman is upset

that the program he’s so invested in

will continue to change.

As a person who is seriously considering
pursuing music professionally, Wiseman said he
is sad that the district’s solution to budget issues
is 50 often cutting fine arts programs.

“I think in general, a lot of people, especially
people with money, undervalue music,”
‘Wiseman said. “I guess that’s something P'm
going to have to get used to.”

According to Pringle, the district doesn’t
understand that orchestra is a “path forward” for
many students.

“For some people, it's a place where they find
their friends,” Pringle said. "It’s a place where the
real serious kids get to work on their skills, work
on leadership skills and do all of those things.
For some, depending on what your background
is like, it's a nice way to better your life.”

Pringle said that unless he can return to
McCallum full-time, the future of the orchestra
program, and his role in it, is insecure.

“If something doesn't change in terms of
investment into our programs, I see programs
disappearing permanently,” Pringle said. “Tf
things come back, if things come right, then T
could definitely see myself being here in 10
years and maybe a little bit beyond that.”

While this year’s budget constraints are
binding, Pringle and Elder agree that this will
not work as a permanent solution.

“I do not think this is a sustainable fix,” Elder
said. “If they do decide to keep it, it's just going
0 be a revolving door of teachers going in and

out because I don't think anyone will want to
stay in this situation.”
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