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Lego Mindstorms:

“We will do for robotics what iPod did for music.”


Hi, kids!  Do you want to learn about robots?  Glad to hear it!  Because today, we're going to talk about Lego Mindstorms, and how they're helping to make robots something everyone can enjoy!


In 1998, Lego released the Lego Mindstorm RCX, a set containing the Mindstorm “Brick.”  In the Brick was a computer system that allowed it to be programmed with an in-box programming language to operate various motors and read input from various sensors.  Using familiar Lego blocks allowed people to build and engineer their own robots easily, while the brick allowed them to use Lego's programming language to chose how the robots would perform and react to their environment.


RCX had some problems, however.  The programming language had much in common with languages like C and Java.  While this made things easy to people familiar with  programming, it was alienating to people without prior experience.  Also, the classic square Lego bricks caused issues of design versatility.  Though successful, Mindstorms still had room to grow.


The solution to many of Mindtorm's problems came in the form of the Mindstorms NXT.  Some solutions included: a redesigned brick, which was made more iPod-like, with it's larger screen and smaller size; a switch from classic Lego bricks to the “stud less” Technix pieces, allowing for better solutions to engineering problems; and a new graphics-based operating system, which was made more intuitive for people without prior programming skills.


The Mindstorms NXT has the potential to create a wide array of robots.  Within the NXT itself, there are instructions to create a wide array of robots, ranging from crab-like robots that can follow a line drawn on a table, to a humanoid walker who follows the sound of your voice, to a crane lift that can sort balls according to color.  These are only the simplest robots made with the NXT system, and people have improved on these designs.  Among the designs built and shared include a functioning analog clock, various musical instruments responding to sensors, a machine to stack dominoes in a collapsable line, and various walkers of one type or another.


The NXT's programming language was designed with the intent of user-friendliness.  Operated through a graphic interface, programming is archived through moving a system of blocks around a chain.  These blocks represent motor movements and sensor responses, arranged to direct the robot's actions.  This system allows for the versatility of a traditional operating system, while allowing the ease-of-use that comes with a graphic interface.


The wide range of use combined with the user-friendliness that is synonymous with Lego helps to create a friendly view of robotics will still allowing for a sense of technical familiarity.  This helps archive the goal set by Lego in 2002, when they declared that they “...will do for robotics what iPod did for music.”

