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What exactly is a volunteer or what, more importantly, classifies a person as a volunteer? Upon opening a Merriam- Webster's dictionary, the first definition states that a volunteer is "a person who voluntarily undertakes or expresses a willingness to undertake a service”. This is an adequate interpretation and I often like to believe that the actual answer to my question were this simple, but in time, I've discovered the true definition of what it means to be a volunteer through my role model and mentor.
 This remarkable person has a prominent past in Robotics. In 1999, he started his first FRC team, #225, and worked with them until 2006. In 2007, he began mentoring Baltimore City students at our neighboring high school.  During that time, students at my school who were interested in Robotics had to join their team. Students from our school were thought to be less competent just because we were girls. The next year, our mentor helped us begin our own team where we were encouraged and appreciated.  He led and encouraged us and gave our team the opportunity to fully submerge ourselves in Robotics. Without him, our team wouldn’t exist today. He treated us as equal and believed that there was no difference between male and female abilities.

In my life, I have never met someone as dedicated and enthusiastic about Robotics as our mentor. He never misses a practice and even comes in early to plan a to-do list for the day.  With a committed and selfless spirit present at all times, he encourages our team to never underestimate the power that we possess by helping us develop critical thing skills when solving analytical problems and expanding our knowledge and experiences in hands-on work. The motto in our lab is "Don't be a weenie" and our mentor consistently emphasizes this by demonstrating how to perform a task or think in an alternative way when solving a problem.  During our first build meeting for Rebound Rumble, our team had no idea what type of robot we wanted to build; however, our mentor guided us onto the right path and in four hours, we had a practical design for a robot.  Throughout the entire process, he has been empowering, ensuring that each person knows and understands the concepts presented by stopping and expanding or reiterating on topics that members might have missed or could not grasp. He also makes sure that we all get enough time to work on the robot so that we finish it on time even when we get wrapped up in fundraisers or volunteer work.

 Not only is our mentor involved in the lab, he is also involved at competitions. You will rarely ever find him at our pit. He is always on or near the field because he is an official FRC referee at every competition that we attend. When we come back from a match that we've lost, he often stops by the pit, and asks if we learned anything. Thinking back on it now, we always do. Through inquiries like these, our mentor has taught us that it doesn't matter if we make a 1st place robot or make it to Nationals, what truly matters is the journey to get there, the trial and error, the headaches and heartbreaks, and having fun. This is what it truly means to be involved in Robotics. 

So I go back to my original question: “What classifies a person as a volunteer?” Well, it's dedication, selflessness, eagerness, passion, and loyalty. These are the things that separate the connotative from the denotative meaning and these are the reasons why I would like to nominate Mr. Ron Karpinski for the 2012 Volunteer Award: for his dedication to our team even before the beginning, his commitment of over 12 years to high school Robotics, his eagerness to teach young minds, his passion and love for STEM, and his loyalty to FIRST robotics.
