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Cathy Favreau  
in Bath, England

Robotics Team Reaches New Heights
By JIMMY KeLLeY

MacDowell Arena is the site of the annual club  
fair each fall where students can peruse trifold  
displays, hear what clubs have planned for the  
upcoming year, and grab a handful of candy  

before heading off to class. But one club doesn’t need a table   
or candy or a trifold board because they have something   
so magnetic that it pulls in all interested parties.
 They have a robot.
 The Robotics club members stand around, clad in their  
matching black shirts bearing their team name, “The Arcitechs,” 
controlling their robot, # 4176, that will soon go on to place first 
at the First Tech Challenge State Championship qualifying tour-
nament. Students beg to man the controls.
 Now in its third year of competition, the Robotics team  
recently wrapped up its most successful season yet as it continues 
to embody the innovation happening in science classrooms at 
Rivers every day.
 “The more time I spent around this team, the more I felt,  
‘This is really what education should be about,’ ” said Science  
Department Chair Michael Schlenker, who helped organize the 
inaugural robotics team four years ago. “This is what the real 
world is about; this is what real engineers do. You have a team, 
you have a challenge, and you have to establish what you know 
and don’t know, what works and what doesn’t. Teamwork and  
organization and communication are just as important as  
knowing what electrostatic discharge is.”

 “Between the robotics elective, Doug Steinfeld, and my  
experience with the class, I gave it a lot of thought, trying to  
figure out how it could work,” Schlenker said. “I’m really big on 
having real experiences in learning, so I thought the opportunity 
to have a group of kids working outside of the curriculum on  
applied problem solving and applied science could work here.”
 Steinfeld offers his time on Thursday mornings to impart his 
engineering wisdom to the team, giving insight on how calculus 
and physics could be applied to the robot in order to make a  
design viable. 
 “The kids know that every Thursday morning Mr. Steinfeld   
is going to be there, and that’s precious time, to have an hour  
with an engineer,” said science teacher Maureen Courtney, who 
presently serves as the team’s head coach and advisor. 
 Rivers began competition in earnest in the First Tech Chal-
lenge in 2011, attending the kick-off event where FTC reveals  
that season’s challenge. Hours of hard work and dedication 
earned the team the Think Award at the state qualifying tourna-
ment, on the strength of its outstanding engineering notebook. 
The award in turn earned them an invitation to the State  
Championship tournament.
 upperclassmen such as Carlton Jester ’13 and Billy Oldach ’12 
brought a lot to the table. Jester had the programming know- 
how for the more mechanical challenges while Oldach, a standout 
football player, served as a calming presence in the heat of com-
petition. Said Schlenker, “Billy was the one I would turn to in the 
middle of a competition the first year and say, ‘take the robot 
apart and replace that part in 10 minutes or we’re doomed.’  
And he’d do it.”
 When Schlenker became Science Department Chair in  
2012, Courtney took over leadership of the team. While she takes 

“The more time I spent around this 
team, the more I felt, ‘This is really what 

education should be about.’ ”

 The engineering method was applied to the team itself as 
members navigated the rocky road between school and free time 
that many students fill with music and athletics. This led to week-
end meetings at students’ homes, then at the school, and now in 
club blocks in a dedicated room in the basement of the science 
center.
 Through all of these iterations of workspaces there was a  
constant, however. Doug Steinfeld P’06,’11 is a software engineer 
by trade and had always pushed for more hands-on learning  
experiences for students. When the team began to take shape   
in the fall of 2010, Schlenker called upon Mr. Steinfeld to assist 
with the team in a consulting role.
 Championing the cause from the student side of things  
was then freshman, now senior and captain Ben Warwick ’14. 
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on administrative aspects of the team such as 
scheduling and supervising, the team also 
builds on her own undergraduate background in engineering  
and programming. Courtney honed her programming skills the 
summer before becoming head coach, at a programming course 
at Carnegie Mellon that allowed her to implement new strategies 
in coaching.
 The team also took advantage of the skills of math teacher 
Adam Ganderson. An MIT graduate with an engineering  
background, Ganderson brought those skills to the table on an 
everyday basis as assistant coach, which was invaluable to the  
development of the team.

goes into a basketball, hockey, or football team. Not to mention 
the success.
 “Hopefully through the team and the classes students realize 
that these are things you can do for a living,” Schlenker said.  
“Yes, it’s important that we teach our students the physics and 
chemistry and biology but it’s the passion that we’re most con-
cerned with because that is what carries you through all the  
years of study – that real-world application.
 “We’re just starting to see the benefits of this, not just with 
more kids going to technology and engineering schools, but  
with kids who stay with it through college. That’s what we  
want  to happen.”
 In 2013, the Robotics team qualified for the state tournament 
once again, this time on the strength of its robot’s performance, 
taking first place at the qualifier for the first time in its history. 
There are currently 85 teams from New england that compete 
during the qualifying tournament for one of 32 spots at the  
Massachusetts State Championship. Once at the Championship, 
the team ended the qualifying rounds in seventh place overall— 
a huge improvement over last year’s 28th place finish and a major 
accomplishment considering the team’s time constraints with  
other school commitments. It was a perfect final season for a 
group of seniors who helped take the team from the ground  
level to where it stands today.
 The foundation for the future, one of dedicated sophomores 
and freshmen, was on display at the qualifier as senior Griffin 
Green ’14 ceded his driver role to Roger Wirkala ’16 and the 
sophomore guided the robot to victory.
 “The seniors care so much about this program,” Courtney said. 
“I asked Griffin if he wanted to drive at the qualifier and he said 
‘You know, I think I’m going to coach one of the sophomores to 
drive instead.’ I asked if that was really what he wanted to do  
and he said, ‘Yeah, it’s someone else’s turn.’ ”
 The Robotics team reached new heights this year and thanks 
to this dedicated group of faculty, students, and parents, the sky  
is truly the limit for The Arcitechs. 

Ben Warwick ’14 and Roger Wirkala ’16 
interviewed at the State Championships

The Arcitechs

“Hopefully through the team and the classes 
students realize that these are things you 

can do for a living.”

 “Maureen was magnificent at leading the team, Michael  
would come by and help with the physics side of things, so I was 
able to contribute more to the mechanical side,” Ganderson said. 
“This year has been exciting because I have been able to incorpo-
rate some of the concepts I teach in the engineering class, most 
notably the engineering process.”
 Ganderson’s background and the methods he brought from 
the engineering and AP Computer Science classes helped the 
team come to quicker realizations of why they should do some-
thing a certain way, allowing adjustments and tweaks to happen 
early in the process which kept the project rolling.
 What those classes have also provided is baseline knowledge 
that some of the older students bring into the robotics room in 
order to solve problems. By being excited about how their class-
work fits into the framework of the team, these students not only 
make the team stronger but also encourage younger students   
to think about taking those classes down the road.
 The team has also become just that: a team. Schlenker jokes 
that this is the next Rivers varsity team because the time, plan-
ning, effort, and dedication that goes into it is similar to what 


