Mind @ WeGoStem
Making Science, Technology, Engeneering and Mathematics
more appealing to youngsters

Essensium/Mind has always been about attracting the very best talent in Engineering to work on
challenging projects. As such, we have high standards for those who wish to join our team.
Inevitably, that means we’re always looking for new talent to join us.
This time, we decided to get in early. Not for us to recruit in Universities or Colleges! Let’s go
straight to the source: Primary school.

WeGoStem is an initiative intended to address the shortcomings and imbalances in the market for
science and technology students, by showing children of both genders that they, too, have what it
takes to create a compelling product. In particular, the IT sector has long been plagued by a shortfall
of women entering our noble profession.

Enter Valerie Taerwe (AE), Nele Van Beveren (KBC), Laura Monten (Colruyt Group) en Liesbet
Wouters (NXP). In March, they decided to try and interest more women into ICT, forming the
organization SheGoesICT. The scope was later extended to covering all of STEM (not just ICT),
and to all genders. Hence the name, WeGoStem.
Together they created a daring program to reach out to more than 5000 primary school children to
give them a taste of science and engineering. A class project was created where the pupils would
first assemble, and then program a drawing robot. The “robot” consists of two DC motors
connected to a Dwenguino board. The motors are connected to two appendages which together
move a marker pen across a piece of paper. The children can control the drawing of the robot by
instructing the Dwenguino board to move the motors at a certain speed, creating interesting patterns
on the paper. This is done using a visual programming language (no code involved). The kids can
then take home the drawings produced by the robot which they themselves “programmed”.

This all lead to me standing in front of a classroom of 5th grade students explaining to them about
robots, and how they could build their own. We started by asking the students what they thought of
robots, if they could name any, and what they do. The lesson then progressed by asking one of the
students to tell everyone else in the class how to draw a given drawing which was only visible to
that one student. This was meant to give an impression of the challenges of programming: you have
to be very precise in describing to the machine what you want it to do, otherwise the result is often
not to your liking. Finally, we told them to open the boxes in front of them and start to assemble the
robot, using only a picture of the final robot as a guideline. Most students were able to accomplish
this reasonably quickly with only little extra guidance needed. Finally, the students were told to start
up the IDE (and accompanying visual programming environment), how to create a program to
change the text on the display, and finally to move the motors attached to the marker pen. Children
screamed with joy as their creations came to life. After a period of drawing and experimentation, it
became time to wrap up the lesson and deconstruct the robot.

Overall, it was an incredible experience. The feedback, both from the students as well as from the
teachers and headmaster was incredible. The students really enjoyed working on their robot, taking
pride in their designs and the paintings produced by the robot. A few even managed to figure out
additional features such as responding to button presses and invoking the buzzer to produce sound.
As we left the classrooms, we couldn’t help but feel good for the future of our country.
The kids are alright.

