Brief description of TeRK

TeRK is a project motivated by the goal of changing the equations governing technology literacy for children.  Robotics is magic- it is a topic that to us means sophisticated and rich sensing, plus rich actions in the environment. Receiving emails, having a camera, sending images, doing a dance, doing a light show, playing sound, sending emails, pushing data to the internet—all of this fits in our scheme of robotics. Yet today robotics is used creatively almost exclusively by roboticists. This is akin to when movies were made early on by the technologists who invented the movie camera. Boring. It was only when artists started using the cameras that movies were born that were really good. And so it goes with robotics; our goal is to make robotic creativity a part of the non-roboticist’s life, throughout the educational pipeline.

This is for technology what the original Lego is for structures.  Lego allows a non-structural person, someone without a wood shop in their basement, to invent and build a structure. Lego Mindstorm doesn’t do this for technology because it is simply not rich enough. It has no real eye, no internet connection, no light show, no music- none of the expressiveness and sensing that makes robotics really magic. And it’s too expensive.

TeRK is about (1) building the controller that is low-cost and allows anyone to create with robotic technologies; (2) creating vibrant communities who co-create; and (3) seeding the communities with compelling ideas.  The controller, which we are developing and funding a company to then build and disseminate, is cheaper and more capable by far than Lego Mindstorm because we are making use of the very latest cellphone technology from this year: sound, image, internet connection- all of this comes from a technology that is ultra-low-cost. Today the controller in quantity 100 costs us about $115 per controller. But in high volume (10K or 100K or beyond) the cost will drop to cellphone-level costs—closer to $50!

As for communities, we work with our colleagues (UPCLOSE) and the core of the idea is, take activities kids already care about- that matter to them- and roboticize them.  Don’t make a new robot contest. Take diary writing; blog writing; girl scout activities; and roboticize the activity to show how the child can be creative with robotics and find the experience rich. This is how we take technology literacy to populations that don’t already have plenty of interest in technology. Robot contests do the opposite, taking more robotics to those who already feel comfortable with technology.  

