Army sponsors eCybermission contest for kids in math, science and technology
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WASHINGTON (Army News Service, July 6, 2004) -- Future scientists and engineers abounded as finalists for this year’s eCybermission program showcased projects they have worked on for the better part of a year in Washington, D.C. 

The second annual eCybermission program, an Army-sponsored, Web-based science, math and technology competition for sixth- through ninth-grade students, is conducted to encourage American youth interest in those subjects.

Dr. John A. Parmentola, director for Research and Laboratory Management at the office of the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Acquisition, Logistics and Technology, credits former Army Chief of Staff retired Gen. Eric K. Shinseki for leading the way in the origin of this program.

“(Shinseki) saw the future as one filled with science and technology, and he was concerned with the engagement of youth with science and technology,” Parmentola said. “He said, ‘Youth’s future is America’s future.’”

Although the idea originated with the Army, eCybermission’s goal of maintaining “strategic, long-term global technological and economic superiority” was not directly related to the military. Despite this, many of this year’s finalists examined projects of interest to the military. The projects included examining thwarting hijackings with the help of heart rate monitors and studying the safe, environmental removal of oil from the USS Arizona, a sunken Navy battleship in Pearl Harbor, which still leaks oil.

After presenting their projects on June 28 at the Ronald Reagan Building and International Trade Center in front of an audience including judges, the contestants gathered July 1 at the J.W. Marriott in downtown Washington, D.C. for the awards ceremony. An overall winner in each grade and each member of those teams received a $5,000 savings bond, a medal and a plaque. 

In the sixth-grade division the “Terrific Tamers” from St. Clair Shores, Mich. made up of Evan Wronikowski, Tim Jung, Paige Bercik and Trisha Umpfenbach took top honors. Their project featured bat houses that encourage growth in bat populations and consequently eliminate potential West Nile Virus carrying mosquitoes. 

The “Blue Starz” captured the seventh grade crown by coming up with a system to determine the number of burrows for gopher tortoises using surveying techniques and GPS to determine how they could save the declining population by introducing more gopher tortoises into a sanctuary. The group out of Coral Springs, Fla. consisted of Alyana Samai, Gaetano Bartoli, Gabriela Barrios and Farah Abifaraj. 

The eighth-grade competition saw the “Cookiemonsters” from Sanford, Fla. take first. Malika Jafferjee, Arianne Moffat, Ahanti Smith and Raschel Stanulis created a program to help increase reading levels with physical activity. They designed an experiment with four movement tests, and found that there was a correlation between these physical exercises and improvement in reading levels among those participating. 

Exploring the causes of substandard drinking water vaulted the “Dominators” from McClellanville, S.C. into first place amongst the ninth-graders. Harold Smith, André Griffin and David Gibbs found that presence of Coli form bacteria in the water hurts the quality of the water.

On top of sponsoring the event, the Army is involved in the program in several other ways as well. Army personnel serve as ambassadors to promote the contest locally and as cyberguides to assist competitors conduct online research into their projects. Kelly Stratchko, program manger of eCybermission, said the cyberguides were a heavily used resource. 

Army scientists were not the only cyberguides answering students’ questions online. Stratchko said there was even one Soldier deployed in Iraq that would answer questions when he had a chance to get to a computer. 

“This is an Army-wide program,” Stratchko said. 

In the online program, three- or four-person teams chose a “mission” in one of four areas: arts and entertainment, the environment, health and safety, and sports and recreation. Students then developed a solution, conducted experiments and submitted their findings in a detailed “Mission Folder” via the eCybermission Web site, www.eCybermission.com

Parmentola said as far he knew, eCybermission was the first purely Web-based competition of its kind.

The program began in October 2002 and expanded its applicant pool to include sixth- and seventh-graders this year. Because of this change and the popularity of last year’s program, entries into the program have nearly doubled, from 442 projects in 2002-2003 to 833 this year. 

The submitted projects were grouped into four regions, including U.S. territories and Department of Defense Education Activity schools around the world. Evaluation was weighted in math, science and technology, but consideration was also given to innovation, originality and creativity; team collaboration and communication; and benefit to the community.

Each region had four criteria winners, including an overall winner and runner up for each grade. Members of each of the 16 overall winning teams were awarded a $3,000 savings bond and provided transportation to Washington, D.C., where they presented their projects, toured the Army’s research lab and attended the awards presentation. 

Stratchko said the visit to the research lab was one of the most popular aspects last year.

“(The kids) like learning about what the Army does,” Stratchko said. 

According to Parmentola, the Army is also interested in what these kids are doing. He called the projects outstanding, saying they had exceeded his expectations. He also identified many of the ideas that the kids came up with as issues the Army is currently addressing. 

“It is remarkable that (these kids) are able come up these ideas and produce these results,” Parmentola said.

This included the project regarding preventing future hijackings from the group of sixth-graders from a DoDEA school in Heidelberg, Germany. The group, calling themselves “Soon to Be Rich,” devised a system that would monitor pilots’ heart rates from the ground and have the potential to control the planes by remote control if there were adverse conditions detected. 

Bryce Edwards, Cody Dowd, Blake Billmaier and Vernon Miles are all interested in safer travel due to their location in Germany. They said they usually travel back and forth to the states twice a year and also on vacation in Europe. They felt their idea would make that frequent travel a lot safer.

Other contestants were more concerned with saving a headache for the community. 

Ninth-graders Justin Boitnott, Elijah Ammen and Wolfgang Chenault of the “Readneks” group from Roanoke, Va. created an inexpensive, sturdy, portable launch ramp to be used for biker motocross riders like themselves. Chenault explained that BMXers are often forced to use parking lots of churches and businesses as venues for their bike tricks. The new ramp will allow BMXers to ride in more convenient places like their neighborhood. 

“This ramp benefits more than just BMXers, it will benefit the community as well,” Chenault said. 

Registration for next year’s eCybermission competition will start Sept. 1 and go through Dec. 13. To register a team or volunteer as a judge, ambassador or cyberguide visit www.eycbermission.com. 

