
Local Genius 
 
It's 9 p.m. in room T-5 at Dos Pueblos High School. But instead of the customary 
winding down of the school day, the kids of team 1717 are ramping up to build 
the best robot in this year's FIRST Robotics Competition. On top of other 
homework, extracurricular activities, social and personal lives, something like 35 
students are measuring, calculating, drilling. machining and testing their way 
through complicated and interlocking tasks, in some cases well into the night on 
most school days. 
 
And who has this mysterious power of getting 17- and 18-year olds to ignore 
their text messages and do math, when they could be out, watching movies, 
partying and coming down with senioritis? That would be Amir Abo-Shaeer, 
head of Dos Pueblos' Engineering Academy. 
 
"I have people from industry come in here and say, 'There's no way you and a 
bunch of kids built that in six weeks," he said, referring to the full-scale robot the 
team comes up with every year for the international competition. This evening 
he's whipping between rooms, between buildings on a skateboard, managing, 
supervising, asking questions and answering a multitude from the random 
guests that show up every evening to watch the award winning Penguineers do 
their magic. 
 
"Right now, we're building the mini-bot," said one student, Haley Holm. The 
mini-bot, she said, needs to scale a pole at the end of the competition, and while 
they were experimenting with a gear mechanism to maintain the bot's traction, 
their teacher came around and suggested a high-powered magnet, a solution 
that seems to be much more elegant and effective. Elsewhere, students are 
building other parts, like the robot's transmission and its chassis. 
 
Other teachers may be able to get their students to collaborate on the 
complicated and intricate projects that the DP Engineering program has become 
known for. But it's really Shaeer's enthusiasm that's contagious  
 
"This is by far the most exciting thing I've seen," said Mark Cooper, one of the 
engineers who mentors the students throughout the six-week build season. 
 
An alumnus of Dos Pueblos High School himself, Amir Abo-Shaeer didn't have 
to go far to pursue his first career, getting his Master's degree in Mechanical 
Engineering from the University of California, Santa Barbara and working at a 
homegrown aerospace company that eventually became ATK Space Systems.  
 



"I always went back to really wanting to teach," he said. Among his inspirations 
are another local teaching legend, Ike Jenkins, who led the school's jazz band. 
The kind of collaborative relationship Jenkins' students had with him was the 
kind of relationship Shaeer wants with his students: friendly, but respectful. 
 
It wasn't long after he began teaching that he began to gravitate toward a 
project-based curriculum for his seniors, the participants in the robotics 
program. Give the kids an open-ended problem and then teach them the skills 
and information as needed to solve it. That way, they stay interested, Shaeer 
said. 
 
"We are so focused right now, in this country on protecting ourselves from 
failure...that we have basically altered our education to meet the criteria of a 
standardized tests," said Shaeer. The end result is mediocrity and difficulty in 
solving complex problems and synthesizing information, he said, because the 
students are exposed to a lot of  "information in abstraction," but are not 
invested in solving the problem.  
 
Shaeer's drive to make students care about what they're learning has resulted in 
two things: a nonprofit he started which has raised $6 million for the 
construction of a new facility specifically for Dos Pueblos' fledgling engineers, 
which the kids are currently busy designing, and for Shaeer himself, a 
MacArthur genius award. 
 
"I haven't decided what to do with the money right now; it's just making me feel 
like I don't have to worry too much about stuff," said the high school teacher, 
who, with his wife, also a teacher, have one young daughter. 
 
In the meantime, Shaeer still has big plans. If all goes smoothly, he hopes to 
spread his method of education to other schools by having teachers from other 
schools come to Santa Barbara and work with the program for a year, after 
which they take what they've learned back home. It's Shaeer's solution to his 
own open-ended problem. 
 
Will it work? At this point only time will tell. But the preliminary results are 
encouraging. 
 
"There's a huge learning curve, and everybody's keeping up with it," said student 
Noah Connally. "It's also incredibly satisfying." 
 
 
 



 
 


