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Synopsis
Robots. They are all around us. They vacuum our floors, 
process our food, make our cars. But what is a robot? 

How do they work? 

Writing style
Robots: The Future is Now is written for establishing and 
established readers and includes enlarged pull quotes 
for enhanced engagement. Care is taken to reduce 
complex concepts to bare essence, while keeping the 
information and knowledge accessible and interesting.

This book offers young readers multiple entry points to 
engaging with the information.

Photographic style
Robots: The Future is Now combines historical, currents 
and scientific photographs and illustrations which will 
engage all readers. These images offer the reader the 
opportunity to explore each image in detail.

ROBOTS IN MYTH & 
POPULAR CULTURE
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PEOPLE HAVE TOLD STORIES OF ROBOTS and unnatural ‘human’ creations for thousands of years. 

In Greek mythology, the goddess Aphrodite brought a statue to life for the sculptor Pygmalion, 

while the god Hephaestus built a bronze giant named Talos.

 

Jewish folklore told of golems. These creatures were 

made from soil, clay or mud, fashioned into a human form 

and given life by a powerful rabbi. Frankenstein, written 

by Mary Shelley in 1818, is the story of a monstrous 

scientist who built a giant man using parts from dead 

bodies. The Automaton was the robot 
protector of a criminal gang in 
The Master Mystery (1919).

A series of postcards drawn between 1899 and 1910. Their predictions of what French life would be like in 
the year 2000 included robot orchestras, robot tailors and robot barbers.

Tik-Tok, robot servant and 
protector of Dorothy in the Oz 
books by L. Frank Baum (1914).

Robby the Robot was a friend, 
helper and inventor for Timmie 
in The Invisible Boy (1957).

Robots became a common feature of science fiction and popular culture from the 19th century 

onwards. Sometimes they were kindly servants, like Tik-Tok in the Oz series, whose purpose was 

to serve his human master. In other examples they were evil, like the Automaton from The Master 

Mystery. Famous fictional robots include HAL 9000 (the Space Odyssey series), the Iron Giant,  

R2-D2, C-3PO and BB-8 (Star Wars), Bender and Calculon (Futurama), Optimus Prime and Megatron 

(Transformers), Data (Star Trek), Johnny 5 (Short Circuit), T-800 and T-1000 (Terminator 2), B-9 (Lost 

in Space) and Wall-E.

Left: the actor 
Boris Karloff as 
Frankenstein’s 
monster in Bride of 
Frankenstein (1935). 

Right: wax version 
of the Golem, a 
mythical creature 
from Jewish folklore 
usually made from 
mud or clay.

RECENT HISTORY
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THE EARLIEST AUTOMATONS 

exist only as recorded in 

ancient manuscripts and 

drawings. The oldest surviving 

automatons were made in 

the 16th century. These self-

operating mechanical devices 

were the ancestors of today’s 

robots. They were popular 

as toys or entertainment and 

often made in the shape of 

humans or animals. Once set 

in motion, they performed 

according to the ‘instructions’ they had been given. 

Early automatons were powered by steam, water or wind, 

and later by mechanical clockwork. Famous examples 

include cuckoo and Jacquemart clocks, dolls that could draw 

and write, and singing mechanical birds.

ROBOTS AS WE KNOW THEM TODAY developed in the  

20th century. The term ‘robot’ was first used by the author 

Karel Capek in his 1920 play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal 

Robots). The next four decades saw important discoveries 

in AI (artificial intelligence) and robotics, but it wasn’t until 

the 1960s that modern robots first appeared. 

Unimate (1961) was the first industrial robot, and was 

a robotic arm used to lift and stack hot metal car parts. 

Shakey (1968) was a robot experiment that used a camera 

and “cat whisker” feelers to understand its surroundings. 

This information was processed by a computer that then 

told Shakey’s circuits what to do. Honda pioneered robotic 

legs in the 1980s with its E series, which ultimately led to 

the creation of ASIMO (2000). This robot was designed to 

help humans and can walk on its own and travel up stairs.

Today, robots have more capabilities than ever. There are an 

estimated three million industrial robots in the workforce.
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Shakey was the 
first mobile 
robot to “... 
sense the world 
around it and ... 
take actions.”

The Honda E0 
could walk in 
a straight line 
and took five 
seconds to take 
a single step.

Robot comes 
from the Czech 
word robotnik, 
which means 
‘forced worker’.

Illustration from 
the patent for 
Unimate, which 
was invented by 
George Devol.

AUTOMATONS

Automaton of a friar, made 
in the mid-16th century, 
possibly by Juanelo Turriano.

Detail from an automaton that 
poured wine and milk, by Hero of 
Alexandria, circa 1st century AD.
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NANOBOTS
THE NANOBOT MAY ONE DAY REVOLUTIONISE the world of robotics. While the technology for 

these tiny versions of robots – about one billionth of a metre in size – does not yet exist, scientists 

have been able to create objects just as small out of biological material. It is hoped this will 

20

COBOTS
A LIMITATION OF SOME ROBOTS is their potential to accidentally hurt humans. To minimise this, 

some industrial robots are put in cages or areas where humans are not allowed to go, while social 

robots are designed with reduced strength and other capabilities. In all cases, the end result is a 

robot not living up to its 

full potential.

Enter cobots, which is 

short for collaborative 

robot. These are robots 

that are designed to work 

in the same space as 

humans, and are safer 

because humans control 

the robot’s power while 

being able to make use of 

the robots abilities.
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soon be possible with the materials we use to make robots. 

Scientists believe nanobots could be injected into the human 

body and used to diagnose and treat health problems, perform 

surgery and attack cancer cells without harming healthy cells.

... about one 
billionth of a 
metre in size ... ... because humans control the power ...
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Study notes: Themes
• Modern technology
• History
• Automation
• The role of technology
• The future
• Workplaces



Curriculum link: Literacy
Before reading: 
• As a class, brainstorm robots – what the students know, understand and believe about robots and 
 their role. This can be a written or verbal exercise.

• Examine the cover. Ask students what they expect the book to be about, who do they think it is 
 written for and what type of book it will be.

• Now have students flick through the pages. Have any of their assumptions changed?

• Read the blurb and ask students if they can think of any examples of how robots are being used today

• Create a Wonderings wall, where students write on sticky notes any questions they have about robots.

While reading: 
• Ask children to note any words or ideas they would like to explore.

After reading: 
• Discuss if, and how, students’ beliefs and assumptions about robots have changed. 

• Ask students to share any words or expressions they want to explore.  

• Revisit the Wonderings wall. Have all the questions been answered? 

• Allow students to conduct their own investigations into any words or descriptions they would like 
 clarified and into any Wonderings questions not answered. Students share their discoveries with the 
 group. This can be an individual or group activity.

• Students create their own list of words that describe robots, and share these with a partner. The pairs 
 then share with the class to create a Robot Word Wall.

• Ask them to draw up a list of words that can be used to describe robots.
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English, Writing, Creative and Oral Activities
• In the past, people have been both fearful and excited by robots role in our world. Revisit the fears 
 and expectations, as outlined in pages 6 and 7. As a class discuss if these fears and expectations were 
 justified.

• Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of robots. Students chose a topic - Robots Are Good for 
 Our Society, or Robots Are A Problem for Society. Students then create a two minute speech on their 
 chosen topic to present to class.

• In groups, students choose one of the robots mentioned in Robots; The Future Is Now. The robots can 
 be fictional, like Tik Tok and R2-D2, or an actual robot like Shakey, Nao or Voyager 1. Students 
 research their chosen robot and create an informative poster for display in the class. The poster 
 should include the robot’s origin, role and features. 

 Fictional Robots:

 Actual Robots:

B-9
BB-8
Bender
C-3PO
Calculon

Data
Iron Giant
Johnny 5
Megatron
Optimus Prime

R2-D2
Tik-Tok
Wall-E

ASIMO
BUDDY
Curiosity
E0
NAO

Opportunity
Shakey
Sojourner
Sophia
Spirit

Unimate
Valkyrie
Voyager 1
Voyager 2



• As a class, discuss students’ perfect robot. Would it be a robot, cyborg or android? (page 15). Students 
 then write about their ideal robot. Once finished their written description, they could draw and label 
 their robot. This can also be adapted to become an art or construction activity. Students can write 
 about their ideal robot, then draw or create it. Encourage student to use a variety of mediums for their 
 creation – boxes, natural materials such as sticks, magazines for collage, wool, material scraps.

• Revisit how robots have improved human’s lives – pages 12 and 13. Ask students to predict how 
 robots could develop in the future. Students then write a creative story set 100 years in the future, 
 where a robot has gone bad. This robot could be one in a home, or perhaps a school. Encourage 
 students to get to know their robot, including its role and it’s good points and negative points. Make 
 sure they understand why or how it has gone bad. Once they understand this, they are ready to write.

• Other creative writing prompts:
  * Imagine your best friend is a robot. Write a narrative about your day at school.
  * Imagine you are an astronaut on a mission to another galaxy that will take years to complete. 
    Your only company is a robot. Write about your experience. 
  * Imagine you are an inventor asked to build a robot to save the planet. Write a narrative your 
    experience creating the robot and how it will work.

5

ROBOTS
THE FUTURE IS NOWTHE FUTURE IS NOW

Additional video resources
• Automaton 1, Automaton 2 , Automaton 3
• Boston Dynamics youtube channel
• Humans being mean to robots
• Trailer for The Iron Giant movie (rated PG)
• Elektro the robot
• Unimate
• Shakey
• History of Honda robots

• Tesla robots
• How robots work
• Valkyrie
• Robots on Jimmy Kimmel
• Mars rover
• Uncanny Valley
• Nanobots in Big Hero 6  (rated PG)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ivIHcHwR6b0&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nITEU4fsqCU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xznf81x-GnA
https://www.youtube.com/user/BostonDynamics
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PaTWufUqqU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doSJxiYp9yo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ay225WkU4Gs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hxsWeVtb-JQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bsEN8mwUB8
http://youtube.com/watch?v=DbSPkApEDZc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYnOGAvQEgk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uNfUAJBuZ0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QSUaH5Hj10
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G-zyTlZQYpE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7zpojhD4hpI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNdAIPoh8a4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ep2-W1X65KI


Marketing and promotion
Robots is the latest title in The Future is Now series, which explores modern technologies and how they shape 
our world. 
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Close Activity
(highlighted words to be taken out and remaining sentences filled in by students)

• Robots are machines which perform jobs usually done by humans. Robots usually don’t look like 
 humans.  

• Automaton is another name for robot. The earliest automatons were power by steam, water or wind. 

• Robots as we know them developed in the 20th century. The term ‘robot’ was first used by author 
 Karel Capek in his 1920 play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots). 

• A cyborg is a person who needs a mechanical or electronic device to help with their physical function, 
 such as a bionic limb or pacemaker. 

• An android is a type of robot that is made to look human. Humanoid is another word that can be 
 used to describe an android

• AI, or Artificial Intelligence, is the study of human-made objects and their ability to learn, understand 
 and act. 


