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The word “robot” was coined in 1921 by the Czech
playwright Karel Capek. It ﬁrst appeared in
Rossum’s Universal Robots (RUR for short), a
weird play that was ﬁrst staged in Prague in 1921.
After it was translated into English, it became
extremely popular in the UK and North America. In
fact, in what was his ﬁrst-ever professional role,
American ﬁlm icon Spencer Tracy played one of the
robots in the Broadway production.
Interestingly enough, the robots in the play aren’t
machines. They’re artiﬁcial people who are massproduced, assembly-line style, out of biological
material. Their skin is mixed in vats; their intestines
are pulled on spindles; they’re capable of
independent thought; and they look exactly like
humans.
In the play, robots are used as slave laborers.
Initially, they seem happy to please their human
masters, but eventually, they revolt and take over society. In the third act, they storm the robot factory and
kill all humans there, and in the fourth act, there are no humans left on Earth and the robots are in control.
The play ends when the robots discover that love is the “secret of life”—and thereby become fully human.
Capek took the word “robot” from the Czech word “robota,” which means “labor.” Prior to this, the words
“automaton” and “android” had usually been used to describe a human-like machine.
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Modern science ﬁction owes a debt to Isaac
Asimov, one of the most proliﬁc authors of the 20th
century. He published more than 500 books in his
lifetime!
During the 1940s, he began writing a series of
groundbreaking sci-ﬁ stories set in a future world
where robots work alongside humans. At the time,
nearly all stories about robots followed the model of
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: Artiﬁcial humans are
created by scientists unaware of the full
consequences of their actions; then, the robots turn
on their creators and kill them.
Asimov saw this approach as tired and cliched.
Inﬂuenced by a few of the more innovative sci-ﬁ
writers of the day, he created a type of robot that
could serve humankind with dignity and decency. To
ensure the essential “goodness” of his robots,
Asimov created the Three Laws of Robotics
(incidentally, he also coined the word “robotics”). They are:
1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.
2. A robot must obey orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would conﬂict with the
First Law.
3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conﬂict with the First or
Second Law.
These “Three Laws” became a central conceit of Asimov’s ﬁction for several decades and served as a
unifying theme around which his stories and novels revolved. The most popular book dealing with the
Three Laws is probably I, Robot, a collection of short stories published in 1950.
© 1999–2020 BrainPOP. All rights reserved.
https://www.brainpop.com/technology/computerscience/robots/relatedreading/#tab=1

1/1

3/24/2020

Related Reading - Robots - BrainPOP

®

Related Reading - Robots

One of the most advanced robots in the world today
is ASIMO, which was ﬁrst unveiled in 2000. Created
by the Honda Motor Company, the same people who
brought you the Accord and Civic cars, ASIMO is 130
cm tall, weighs 54 kg, and resembles a little guy in a
space suit. Oh, and in case you were wondering, the
letters in its name stand for “Advanced Step in
Innovative Mobility.” The phrase “asimo” also means,
“legs also” in Japanese.
So why is it so advanced? Well, check out this list of
stuff it can do:
Using the camera mounted in its head, ASIMO
can ﬁgure out the distances and directions of
multiple moving objects, allowing it to follow
people or greet them when they enter a room
.
If you point somewhere, ASIMO will move in
that direction.
ASIMO can recognize objects as well as the terrain of its environment. It doesn’t crash into walls,
objects, or people.
ASIMO can distinguish between human voices and other sounds. It can respond to its name, and
even answer some questions by nodding, shaking its head “no,” or giving a verbal answer!
ASIMO can recognize human faces. It can store information about 10 separate human faces in its
memory, and identify these people by name when it sees them.

Pretty great, right? In 2000, Honda began installing ASIMOs in some of its Japanese ofﬁces as
receptionists and information guides. However, if you want one for your home, you’d better have some
serious cash: Renting one costs at least $166,000 per year.
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The notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci contain
designs for a mechanical knight that can sit up,
wave its arms, and move its jaw. It’s unknown
whether Leonardo ever actually built such a
device.
Robots appear in the Iliad, the Ancient Greek
epic poem that dates to 800 B.C.E. In the
poem, Hephastos, the Greek god of
metalworking, makes talking female machines
out of gold.
The ﬁrst movie to have a robot character was Metropolis (pictured), a 1927 silent classic from
German director Fritz Lang.
The ﬁrst industrial robot ever created was the Unimate, which was ﬁrst used at a General Motors
automobile factory in 1961. It performed welding on automobile bodies.
Anthony Daniels and Kenny Baker, who portrayed robots C-3PO and R2-D2 (respectively), are the
only actors to play the same characters in all six Star Wars movies.
A company called iRobot has built a number of useful robots. They include Roomba, the robotic
vacuum cleaner; Scooba, which scrubs and cleans hard ﬂoors; and PackBots, which are used by the
U.S. military and various police departments.
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Dream It. Build It. Live It.
pbskids.org/designsquadnation

Robo Wheel
1

Here’s what you need to make your Robo Wheel!
• 2 paper bowls
• 2 rubber bands
• 3 feet of string
• Pushpin or thumbtack
• Tape (duct or masking)
• Sharp pencil

2

Find the center
• Nest the bowls together. Wrap a rubber band around the
bowls.
• Slide it right and left until it divides the bottom circle of
the bowl into two equal halves.
• Make an “X” with the other rubber band. The four quarters make four “pizza slices.”
• Move the rubber bands until all four “pizza slices” are of
equal size.
• The center of the circle is where the rubber bands cross.

3

Mark the spot
Mark two dots on each side of the center. Make them
equal distance from the center and about a half inch
apart. (About the width of your index finger).

4

Make the holes
With your dots as a guide, use the pushpin to poke
holes in the bowls.

5

Widen the holes
• Remove the rubber bands and separate the bowls.
• Poke a sharp pencil into a pushpin hole. Twist it and
push gently. Stop when the hole is just a bit bigger than
the string. That’s usually around where the wood part of
the pencil starts, just after the black lead.
• TIP: If your two holes get larger and become one big
hole… Make two new holes in the two other “pizza
slices” near the center. Keep them small. Set them a
finger’s width apart.

6

Thread the string
• Begin by threading the string through the bottom of Bowl
1, starting from the outside.
• Next, thread the string through one of Bowl 2’s holes,
coming from the inside.
• TIP: If threading the string through the holes is hard to
do… Try doing one of these:
a) Wet the end of the string.
b) Wrap the tip in clear tape to stiffen it (like the hard tip
of a shoelace).
c) Push the string through the hole with the pencil.
d) Re-poke a hole so its little paper rim is bent in the
direction the string is going.
e) Make the hole a little bigger.

7

Thread the string (cont’d)
• Then thread the string through the bottom of Bowl 2,
coming from the outside.
• Finally, thread the string through the open hole in Bowl
1, coming from the inside.
• Tie the ends of the string together with a knot.

8

Thread the string (cont’d)
The two bowls should face each other, with the string
looping through them.

9

Tape the bowls
• Tear off four 2-inch squares of tape. For now, stick them
where they will be easy to grab.
• Line up the bowls so the holes are even with each other.

10

Tape the bowls (cont’d)
Stick the tape so the pieces are across from each other.

11

Wind up the string
• Slide your wheel to the middle of the string loop and
hold both ends.
• To twist the string, push the wheel across the table or
floor or ask a friend to help you spin the wheel to wind
up the string.

12

Spin the wheel
• Pull outward on the string. The wheel will spin as the
string untwists. Pull hard.
• Stop pulling just before all the twists unwind.

13

Spin the wheel (cont’d)
• Bring your hands together so the string is loose and the
wheel sags down a bit. The Robo Wheel will keep spinning and will twist the string in the other direction.
• When the wheel stops spinning, pull out again, hard.
• TIP: If you’re having trouble revving up the wheel…The
Pull-Relax technique takes a moment to master. Just
like a yo-yo or pumping on a swing, it’s about getting
the timing right. Soon you’ll have the wheel spinning
quickly.

14

Practice revving up
• Now that you’ve practiced spinning the wheel, try releasing it.
• Hold the string with your thumbs in the loop. Hold the
wheel just above where you want to launch it.
• Spin the wheel forwards and backwards a few times to
get it revved up.

15

Release the wheel
• Wait until the wheel is spinning away from you to begin
your release.
• Let the string unwind until it is almost completely
untwisted. (At this point, there will be lots of room for
your thumbs to release the string.)
• Drop the string, and watch your wheel go!
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Did you know?
Ever spin a top? A top is a flywheel, a spinning disc
that stores energy. Once a flywheel gets going, the
stored energy keeps the spin going for a long time. The
Robo Wheel is a flywheel. Like a top or a tire rolling
down a hill, once it gets rolling, it keeps going until a
force interferes with its spin.

17

Try this next!
• Mini golf. Make up stations, like side-by-side racer,
knocking over dominoes, leaping a big gap, jumping off
a ramp, and hitting a target.
• Massager. Add yarn along the edge. It will fling out.
Massage your face. Or swat mosquitoes.
• Color wheel. Add color with markers. Watch the colors
merge when the Robo Wheel spins.
• Rain stick. Put dried peas or a bell inside to clatter
about as the Robo Wheel slows down.
• Disco ball. Add shiny stickers or rhinestones. Shine a
focused beam of light from a flashlight and make discoball patterns on the wall.

Make a Robot online here: https://www.abcya.com/games/make_a_robot
OR

DESIGN YOUR OWN ROBOT HERE
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