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On September 7th, 2023, we stepped into the robotics makers lab,
excited by the shiny aluminum bars yet frightened by the noise and
smoke produced by the laser cutting machines.

The 2023-24 season theme was "Over Under", where the players shoot
the Triballs (little green plastic dumplings), across the field and push
it under the goal to score. We had a grand blueprint in mind - build a
catapult to fire the triballs, tank wheels to swift around the field, and
a shield that pushes the triballs while repelling the opponent robots.
However, we soon found ourselves naive. Without prerequisites in
robotics or engineering, we struggled to find the correct screws, we
couldn't assemble a stable base, we bumped our robot onto the walls
countless times. But soon, we found a solution. We started watching
videos of top VEX teams, discussing their robot mechanism and driving
skills. Inspired, we each came up with creative ideas, and from those
ideas spawned rigorous discussions and exchanges. Although we didn't
know each other well at first, but the intriguing and challenging robot
seminars brought us together.

Soon, our first prototype came. With a groundbreaking team name
SMACH (the first letter of our names), we entered our first competition
- Formosa International VEX Competition. During the competition,
there were many challenges - matches kept getting postponed, our
alliance's robot got disabled - but we managed to overcome every single
one and advanced into the semifinals. Although we almost advanced
to the finals, we were satisfied with our performance. Reflecting on
this competition, we have all become effective communicators. We
learned to communicate with each other so solve minor disputes; we
communicated with other teams to discuss alliance strategies; we
communicated with the referee, our teacher, and the seniors for advice.

Within a few weeks, we attended another competition in Hsinchu.
Different from the Formosa event, this competition is a signature
event - a ticket to world VEX championship. Due to the compacted
schedule, we couldn’t make major changes to our robot, so we practiced
our soft skills. Before every match, we analyzed previous competition
recordings of ourself and the opponents, recording weaknesses.

VEX Robotics: Engineering of Robots, Strategies, Relationships

On top of that, we invented creative, customized strategies to encounter
team. Despite all the preparation, we still lost early in the round of 16 to
the later tournament champion. However, instead of regretting what we
did poorly, we reflected on what could be improved - driving techniques,
the ability to adapt and improvise, and strategies.

We had a one month break before the biggest signature event for all
VEX teams: VEX Taiwan Open. Our team took a big risk - overhaul our
robot. We redesigned the base, used a completely different acrylic board
material, and replaced the screws with zip-ties to reduce weight. It's an
all or nothing action. Fortunately, under the captain's leadership, the
coder's persistence, and the members' cooperation and hard work, our
robot evolved after just three weeks, ready to fight for glory.

Entering the stadium, we weren't as naive and immature as before, but
instead, we each held the same ambition: reach the world VEX finals.
Starting from the preliminary round, we locked in, winning 6 out of 7
matches, placing us 4th out of 30+ teams. In the elimination matches, we
played aggressively, attacking opponents' robots and preventing them
from even reaching near our goal, winning almost every match with big
point differences. During the finals, our teacher Mr. Shao was watching,
the seniors praying, some other teams cheering; it felt like the entire
world was rooting for us. Just as everyone thought we were finally going
to world VEX, our alliance team missed an important goal. 90:87. Our
dream faded right in front of us. Some were mad, some argued with the
referee, but deep down we all know that we have yet a lot to improve.

Now looking back, every one of us would regret that final match, but
if you asked any of us if we regretted competing, we confidently say:
no. VEX robotics is like a family of engineers, builders, communicators,
and gamers. Through weekly classes and group seminars, we learned
to communicate on our weaknesses and take risks to break through.
From competitions, we learned to discipline ourselves and reflect on
our successes and failures. Although some members no longer compete
this year, we all, in our own ways, stay connected with this intellectual
exciting, and strategic.
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