How to Start a FIRST LEGO League (FLL) Team

Introduction

Inspiring curiosity in science and technology among 9 - 14 years olds is the goal of the fun program known as the FIRST LEGO League (FLL). Launched in 1999 by FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology) through a partnership with the LEGO Company, FLL presents a hands-on, interactive program that captivates children’s interest in science and technology as they master the dynamics of teamwork and problem solving. 

Each fall, FLL announces the Challenge highlighting a current scientific or technological problem facing the world. During the Challenge season, teams of up to ten children and an adult coach have approximately 8 weeks to build, program and test their own fully autonomous robot capable of completing various “missions."  In addition, the team does a research project that allows the team to dive deeper into one particular element of the Challenge problem.
Teams can participate in local events and tournaments where they are recognized for factors such as excellence in teamwork, problem-solving, creativity, design, strategy and leadership. FLL promotes numerous solutions in a competitive, yet friendly environment as kids discover the rewards of science and technology.

Following is an overview of how to organize an FLL team. Additional information is available on the FLL web site at www.firstlegoleague.org. Each registered team will also receive a copy of the FLL Coach Manual which provides excellent information on organizing a team. 

Organization

· Registration - To participate in the program, all teams must register nationally between May 1 and approximately the end of September (changes each year). Registration is conducted on the FLL web site at http://www.firstlegoleague.org 

· Team Profile - FLL teams can be part of a school classroom, after school program, extracurricular group, home school, neighborhood group, club or civic organization. 

· Coach - Teachers, parents, and technology professionals are all excellent choices for the role of coach. The coach must be 18 years or older and should possess the following abilities: good communication skills, prioritizing skills, and multi-tasking skills. The coach’s role is to facilitate instruction and optimize the learning experience of the team members by allowing independent thought. FLL is all about the kids’ work – coaches are not to do the work but instead help facilitate learning.  Coaches do not need technical expertise. 

· Team Size - We recommend that an FLL team consist of from 4 to 6 participants. There are several team member roles and responsibilities that provide a basis for creating and managing the team's time and talent. These roles include building, documentation, marketing, programming, quality control, research, strategic analysis and project management.  The maximum team size allowed by FIRST is ten but experience has shown that this is too large for most teams.  Every team needs at least one adult coach.
· Practice Space - A team must have the space to build and test the robot on the FLL Playing Field (contained in the FLL Field Setup Kit). The playing field is a roll out 8’ X 4’ mat upon which LEGO pieces and various elements are arranged to create the Challenge missions. Your team may opt to build the official FLL Table (detailed instructions are on the www.firstlegoleague.org site) or at a minimum have a clean, flat area available that you can setup a border around the field with 2 X 4’s.  Most teams do not install the light bar but lighted tables will be available at the tournaments. Some teams have found it advantageous to share access to a playing field with other teams in their area. 

· Computer - A team must have access to either a Mac or PC. The computer is used to develop programs for the team’s robot. Programs are easily downloaded to the RCX (the “yellow” LEGO Programmable Brick) via an infrared transmitter or via USB for the NXT (the “gray” LEGO Programmable Brick).  

Email access is required for maintaining contact with FLL and your local FLL partner for updates and notices throughout the Challenge season. 

If your team attends a tournament, you will need an on-site computer for the day of the competition. Robot programs are often modified to accommodate the specific conditions of the tournament setting and to improve robot performance.

· Meeting Time - In general, on average 2 meetings per week with a minimum time block of 2 hours is adequate. An occasional Saturday or Sunday is often added for those teams preparing to attend a tournament. 

· Costs - Costs for the 2008 season will be on the FLL web site but are likely to be as follows:

· LEGO MindStorm Challenge Kit (first year only)
$365
· Annual Mat and Field Pieces
$65
· National Registration
$200

· Tournament Registration
$50 - 75

· FLL Table (optional)
$80
· Team T-shirts (optional)
??

· Travel budget
??

A team’s budget is approximately $700 for the first year and $400 each year there after is a good rule of thumb, not counting any travel, snack, or t-shirt expenses and assumes a volunteer coach.

· Tournaments –  A great way to celebrate what the team has accomplished is to participate in a tournament.  Rookie teams, in particular, have a tendency to not feel “ready” for their first tournament.  It is a good idea to remember that a tournament is fun and can be very motivating for the team, even if they did not hit their team’s goals.

· FLL General Timeline

· May to September Team registration available on FLL web site

· August MindStorm Challenge kits begin shipping

· Mid September Challenge is announced and Mat/Field kit is shipped
· October Tournament registrations occur (check websites in September)

· December to January Tournaments 

· January to May post-season events (optional)

The Role of The Adult

“The role of the adult is not necessarily to teach, but to inspire.” Dean Kamen, Founder of FIRST 

Coaching a FIRST LEGO League team is a rewarding experience! As a FLL coach you have the opportunity to empower the children with a sense of accomplishment that comes from knowing they have complete ownership of the solution they create. Team members are responsible for all research, documentation, programming and building. The coach acts as a facilitator to guide the children and help with team building, negotiation and conflict resolution. 

Setting Expectations 

One of the first things you will need to do with your team members is help them understand the various roles and responsibilities as defined in the FLL Team Manual. It is the coach’s responsibility to help the team understand how these roles relate to the various Challenge missions and the surrounding scientific and technological aspects associated with the theme of the Challenge. 

Next, eliminate any confusion by having your team brainstorm to create a timeline with assigned action items for each member of the team. Meeting on a regular basis to review the status of these action items will relay the importance of teamwork, as well as reinforce time management and prioritizing. It is not uncommon for a team’s timeline, roles & responsibilities, action list, and expectations to change through the season. 

Try to keep in mind that the FLL experience extends beyond the deadlines, the competition and robot performance. The FLL program is designed as a team-building and problem-solving learning experience for children. Once these goals are achieved, your team has already won!

Sponsorship and Fundraising Ideas

Team fundraising can build ownership in the team, create team unity, and develop enthusiasm for success. Seeking out financial assistance for your team can begin on many different levels. If your team obtains donations or a team sponsor, always remember to have the team write a letter of thanks. This recognizes the sponsor as part of the team and their accomplishments, and creates a feeling of connection to the community. Also, if your team is looking to obtain a sponsor, consider having the team members prepare a presentation for an executive within the company to discuss their personal involvement in the FLL process. The team’s input is an excellent opportunity to demonstrate their commitment to the team and strengthen their presentation skills. 

Northern California Resources

The www.ncafll.org web site and ncafll yahoogroup are the primary communication link to the Northern California FLL community. These resources serve to find:

· Northern California tournament registration

· Northern California FLL souvenirs

· Training sessions

· Resource for coaches to communicate with each other

· Calendar of all FLL happenings and events in our area

Additional FLL Resources

The FLL web site and your local partner’s website is the primary communication link to the general public and teams. The web site serves at the best place to find:

· updates and newly released information

· numerous “frequently asked questions” sections and “how to” type documents

· listing of helpful web sites for grant writing and funding resources

· private community web pages designed exclusively for FLL teams

· news room and forum area for teams

· calendar of all FLL happenings and events

· information for FLL State Tournaments and Preliminary Events

· technical support and contact information for FLL, LEGO MINDSTORMS and RoboLab

Please visit the FLL web site at www.firstlegoleague.org to find out what other great resources your team has access to!
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