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We are 1511 Rolling Thunder. Student leaders drive our team, making it a sustainable role model within 
the FIRST community. Our students create life-changing opportunities for children in our community 
through interactive STEAM experiences. We established a nationwide advocacy network to spread 
STEAM to everyone. 
 
LEADERSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY 
All students are welcomed onto Team 1511. We actively promote our team within Penfield High School 
(PHS) through posters, videos and an after-school orientation meeting. 31 students were onboarded to 
the team this year through our ThunderTech preseason curriculum teaching technical and non-technical 
skills on 1511’s 7 subteams. New students are paired up with and supported by a returning student 
through our Thunder & Lightning System. We provide opportunities for new students to engage with the 
team through 2 leadership team roles. 
 
As part of student leadership development, we run Patron Drive, our largest fundraiser. Students go out 
into the community, present about FIRST and ask local businesses to support our team. Our founding 
sponsor, L3Harris, has shown ongoing support and investment in our team. Our relationship is mutual; 
L3Harris provides 6 mentors, and we run robot demos at their facilities. We have 5 parent mentors, 33 
community mentors, 3 teacher mentors, and 12 alumni mentors. 
 
Another way we sustain ourselves is by recruiting members from lower levels of FIRST (currently 117 in 
Penfield Robotics). To keep these younger level teams growing, we host and run FLL and FTC Qualifiers 
annually, where 87% of the volunteers this year were 1511 members. 1511 also runs events directed at 
younger levels of FIRST year-round, ranging from the 4 FLL Summer Camps we run annually to holding 
FTC training and design reviews. This year, 1511 students have increased mentorship of FTC6996 by 
leading multiple subteams and giving presentations on award submissions, scouting and presentation 
skills. We have ensured that every school in our district has a FIRST team, and our team has started 58  
FLL teams over the last 3 years. 
 
To support FRC teams, we run Rah Cha Cha Ruckus, an annual Halloween-themed offseason event where 
about 36 teams come to play that year's game. It gives new students a feel for what competitions are like 
and teams can train their drivers for the new season. We also run Rally, our scrimmage event with a full-
sized practice field. Last year we expanded this to a week, giving 10 teams more time to refine their 
robots before competitions. For 20 years, we have run the All Rookie Meet and Greet at Champs, 
regardless of whether we qualify, where our Meet the Rookie book provides rookie teams with our 
resources. Judges have used this book as a reference when evaluating rookie teams. We make our 
resources available online on our wiki and website for anyone to use. This contains information on 
everything we do from building a robot to running outreach events. New this year , we published our 
robot autonomous program, ThunderAuto, for free on the Microsoft Store.   
 
To sustain FIRST across the world, we mentored 13 teams through Aspire4Impact and the FIRST Global 
program. This year was the first we mentored a Brazil team, FRC9110. We use our 21 years of experience 
to teach them about all aspects of building a robot, running and sustaining a team, and spreading STEAM 
and FIRST to their communities. 



 
OUTREACH AND EDUCATION 
To foster interests in STEAM and FIRST, our strong student leaders create programs that appeal to all 
ages. In 2024, we ran 32 demos in our community, reaching 12,432 people. To get a more accurate 
number of visits, we implemented a hand tally counter system to track the number of children and 
adults that attend our demos.  This year we transformed our demos to be more interactive with Jr. 
Drivers Licenses. When children learn to drive our robot, we award them with a custom laminated 
license card. The card also contains a QR code to learn about FIRST and our team. This cements their 
experience and they have come back to our other events to drive again! 
 
We partner with our school district who provides space for us to build robots and run competitions. This 
also allows us to promote our team and FIRST at school events, including our Homecoming and Club Fair 
demos. To include classmates with intellectual and developmental disabilities, we worked with PHS’s 
Best Buddies Club to create a new, accessible, STEAM education program called RoBuddies. We further 
our relationship with our school district by running elementary school educational hands-on programs 
like Indian Landing STEAM Night and our Harris Hill Academy robotics classes. 
 
We host robot demos from all levels of FIRST at our annual signature event, the Grateful Red Music 
Festival. We combine local bands, food trucks and a kids’ zone with STEAM activities for 200+ visitors. At 
this event, we raise funds for our team and different charities such as Ronald McDonald House, Autism 
Up and supporting veterans at Nucor House. We partner with our town and Penfield TV to promote 
Grateful Red and bring FIRST to our community. 
 
To expand our reach to underserved communities in Rochester, we were selected to be a Bombas Giving 
Partner to deliver socks, a most requested item, to local charities.  In the past 3 years, we’ve donated 
over 23,000 socks to 13 organizations across Rochester, such as Cameron Community Ministries and Big 
Brothers Big Sisters. For organizations that support children , our STEAM kits are included.  Through our 
efforts, we’re providing kids necessities while also increasing their access to STEAM. 
 
We hype up our community through our STEAM Week. Beginning in 2022 we have given simultaneous 
STEAM presentations and robot demos at all 4 of our elementary schools annually reaching over 2,100  
students. Enhancing the excitement, we send the kids home with our STEAM kits to show-off what they 
learned. 3,200 additional kids experienced our STEAM Week demos at STEAM Fest and the Rochester 
Maker Faire. New for STEAM Week this year, the Strong National Museum of Play invited us and 4 of our 
robots for an interactive exhibit in their main atrium. 
 
Because of our long-standing relationship with the Rochester Museum & Science Center (RMSC), they 
invited us to be a 2024 total solar eclipse partner. We soldered LightSolar Kits  to help people with visual 
impairments experience the eclipse. During the ROC the Eclipse Festival at RMSC, we ran a 2-day robot 
demo where we reached 2,622 people. The event also featured demos from FLL and FTC teams that we 
invited. In addition to these events, we’ve demoed at the museum 7 times  over the past 3 years. 
 
Because these transformative experiences are so powerful we want everyone to value STEAM . 
 
ADVOCATING FOR FIRST AND STEAM 
As the biggest problem for underserved and underrepresented areas is funding, we leverage our 
extensive network of advocates that focuses on expanding comprehensive STEAM programs in these 
areas. 



 
We have attended every National Advocacy Conference (NAC) since its inaugural event in 2014, allowing 
us to train a decade’s worth of student advocates that develop our advocacy network. At NAC, our team 
lobbies for increased funding for educational programs. Our recent successes include the Every Student 
Succeeds Act and the CHIPS and Science Act, both in 2022, which fund STEM engagement programs. We 
are proud that in 2024 our region has received $7.5 billion in grants from CHIPS to construct new 
manufacturing plants, an initiative that will create over 50,000 STEM jobs locally. Our region has been 
given the honor of being the first ever Federal Tech Hub designation. 
 
As a charter member of the  Student Association for STEM Advocacy (SASA), who organize NAC and work 
to secure annual meetings with our US Congresspersons, we advocate for legislation to provide 
opportunities to underserved areas. At NAC our students give presentations to other teams and 3 of our 
students have been selected to intern with SASA. Through this work we’ve also had meetings with the 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy and the Deputy Secretary of the US Department of 
Education, where all students shared personal stories of how FIRST impacts their lives. 
 
To expand our advocacy goals of spreading FIRST and STEAM within NY, our team created the New York 
Advocacy Conference (NYAC) in 2019 and have run it every year since. 10 teams attend  NYAC to learn 
how to develop and sustain their own advocacy programs. Through meeting coordination and 
presentations, SASA helps our team sustain NYAC every year.  We’re currently working to introduce 
legislation for funds to start and sustain FIRST teams in NYS. 
 
Our team works closely with our NYS Assemblymember Jen Lunsford to help pass bills to fund STEAM 
programs in NY, starting FIRST teams in all Title I Schools. Our team attends the annual STEAM Day event 
at the NYS Capitol in Albany where we meet with legislators and run demos for them to experience 
STEAM first-hand. Our work directly led to the declaration of November 8 as the annual NYS STEAM Day. 
 
This year for STEAM Day, 165 students from Penfield Robotics, representing all levels of FIRST, were 
recognized at a Penfield Town Board meeting for their efforts. At the meeting we advocated for a FIRST 
community facility and demonstrated our robot. We also met with the Monroe County Executive to 
locate a facility with space for all levels of FIRST.  This would create shops and practice fields for teams 
from across Monroe County. Annually we meet with our  Board of Education to give a robot demo and 
present our team’s accomplishments. 
 
Our student leaders grow and sustain initiatives for our team enabling us to better spread FIRST and 
STEAM to people in and beyond our community. We’re passionate about training the next generation of 
STEAM leaders through our educational programs that channel our advocacy efforts. Through all of this… 
 
…the Thunder just keeps getting louder! 


