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Osmo: Toy or Learning System?
Identifying a Road to Success

ramod Sharma was working on his computer as his young son tugged at him to come and play.
PToo often, parents faced the dilemma of watching their child play on their own or playing and

interacting with them. Modern-day technology, educators, researchers and lifestyle patterns
indicated that learning skills continued with self-play, but these kinds of playthings still left parents
wondering what these toys were teaching. Were children retaining the knowledge they were learning?
Combined with early learning and schoolwork, were children learning faster? Were tech toys depleting
other life and learning skills from a child when they could be interacting with others?

As a father, Sharma saw firsthand his children’s
fascination with technology. Specifically, they loved playing
on iPads, and he noticed how quickly they grasped the
concepts of navigating one. At the same time, he noticed how
quickly the field of education was changing, and how it was
merging with technology to create a new field: educational
technology (EdTech). Teachers, parents and entrepreneurs
began to see the vast number of possibilities for using
technology to revolutionize education, create a better
experience for students and make learning more accessible.
This was evident in new technology like SMART Boards?,
interactive whiteboards that became widely popular in
classrooms throughout the 2000s, shifting away from
outdated overhead projectors. The buzz around EdTech
continued to grow. In the early 2010s, Google launched its
file-sharing program for teachers, Remind launched an app that allowed teachers to safely message
students and Kahoot! launched its game-based learning platform.

While many parents frantically tried to limit their children’s access to technology—often to no avail—
Sharma decided to lean into it. Capitalizing on the market and creating a new educational experience
for young children, he came up with the idea for Osmo, an interactive educational toy for children. After
spending some time tinkering with hardware prototypes in his garage and talking to a friend who
expressed interest in investing, Sharma knew he had something with huge potential—but he had no
idea what to do next. Sharma decided to approach one of his coworkers at Google, Jerome Scholler,
who he had met a few years earlier when they were both groomsmen at a friend’s wedding.

Scholler had studied applied mathematics and computer science at ENSEEIHT, a university in
Toulouse, France. After he graduated, he began working in the video game industry as a Game Engine
Engineer for Ubisoft. After two years, he moved to San Francisco and began working at Lucas Arts,
creating games for PlayStation and Xbox consoles. After four years there, he moved once again to
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Google, where he began working with Sharma as a senior software engineer. Sharma knew that
Scholler’s background in video games and products would be key in helping him launch Osmo.

Using artificial intelligence to combine physical play and technology allowed Sharma to encourage
his children’s fondness for playing on an iPad in a healthy way. Sharma felt that with Osmo, everyone
got what they wanted. Children were able to play with technology that fascinated and engaged them,
while also playing with physical toys and learning.

Sharma was proud of how much Osmo had accomplished in the last several years. However, he had
faced a number of struggles in marketing Osmo when he first launched the company. First, he struggled
to define what Osmo was because there was nothing quite like it on the market at the time. Second, he
realized he somehow had to market it to three different audiences: children who were looking for fun,
teachers who were looking to teach educational skills and parents who were looking for entertainment
and educational value. Sharma debated these issues with his team members, as well as the question of
scaling.

In 2018, BYJU’S, an Indian education company, bought out Osmo, expanding its international
presence. In March 2020, the entire educational technology industry changed as the COVID-19
pandemic forced the closures of schools across the country. Osmo had to act quickly; they knew they
had to adapt themselves to fit the industry’s needs and differentiate themselves from competitors.

Osmo’s Beginnings

Sharma, who received his Master of Science in Computer Science from Stanford University in 2004,
began working at Google as a software engineer in 2005. In 2013, he and a coworker, Jerome Scholler,
left Google to work on Osmo full-time. Sharma and Scholler were inspired by their children, their
passion for engineering and their interest in blending physical play with technology. Sharma was
especially inspired by his daughter, who was in preschool at the time.

I could see what her teachers were doing in the classroom. They were trying to
expose her to a lot of physical play, and I saw my daughter, who wanted to play on
her iPad. There’s a disconnect between kids who want to play with digital [toys]
because it’s very exciting, it’s interesting, it’s engaging. But parents and teachers
are trying to encourage their children with physical play. I saw there was a missing
link between physical play and digital play, and that intersection is something that
has been very exciting for us to explore in Osmo’s journey.

Osmo launched its first product in 2013 and established its headquarters in Palo Alto,
California. While Sharma and Scholler were both engineers and were initially worried about
overlapping roles, they very quickly realized Sharma was more interested in the business side of the
nascent company, and Scholler was more interested in the games and hardware aspect.
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In the early days of Osmo, Sharma and Scholler expanded their team through referrals, which is how
Margot Herrman joined the team as Director of Marketing. While receiving her MBA from UCLA,
Herrman knew she was interested in a career in social impact. This led to her working as an Education
Pioneers Fellow with Green Dot Public Schools, helping students graduate from high school and attend
college. Launched in 1999, Green Dot opened several small charter schools around Los Angeles with
the goal of providing public education to low-income, high-risk youth. As part of their role, fellows
completed tasks such as helping the organization better track its progress toward strategic goals,
developing a new writing program to better prepare Green Dot’s students for college-level writing and
analyzing fundraising across Green Dot’s schools. Herrman’s experience as a fellow, and her previous
roles in marketing, led her to be one of Osmo’s first team members when her former boss at Revolve
(who was also an Osmo investor) called her and told her the company was hiring. “I was blown away by
the Osmo product,” said Herrman. “I saw it as an opportunity for myself to get into a promising startup,
and I always felt like opportunities in education were important.” In April 2020, Herrman was
promoted to Vice President of Marketing.

By November 2020, Osmo had grown to 110 employees. According to Herrman, Osmo’s startup
culture bred a collaborative workplace. “That was one of the really fun things about being an early
employee,” she noted. “It wasn’t just a marketing role, it was everything. People really do weigh in on
things that are outside of their role.” While this culture worked for Osmo when it was still a small
startup, the founders began to notice issues with it as the company grew. “When you launch a company,
you create a structure that is good enough at the time—and then you scale, and it’s not good enough,”
explained Scholler. “At some point, you realize it creates recurring problems.”

When Osmo first launched, they created a design team. Since “design” was such a broad term, this
team covered three specific categories: marketing, systems and game design. As an EdTech startup,
Osmo mostly attracted employees who wanted to work on systems and game design. However, the
company was not big enough to have separate teams for these areas, which often resulted in employees
taking on design responsibilities outside their expertise. “At the beginning, people were happy to lend
a hand with things like marketing, because it was kind of different for them,” Scholler recalled. But as
the company scaled, marketing duties became more intense and time-consuming, while employees
hired for the design team were more experienced with game design. Ultimately, Osmo decided to no
longer centralize design and instead separate creative work from marketing. In doing so, however,
Osmo had to make sure that teams communicated with each other when they built different aspects of
a game. Game design, hardware design and user experience/user interface design were all very different
ways of thinking, but they all had to come together perfectly to produce a quality game.

As the team grew, Scholler also began to distribute his responsibilities more evenly. While he used
to be heavily involved in Osmo’s logistics and operations, he began to focus more on tech and design.
After some time in this role, Scholler realized he couldn’t handle both the tech and design workload.
Eventually, the founders decided to hire a VP of Engineering—and chose the friend whose wedding they
were both groomsmen at years earlier.

“Just like every startup, we're usually under-resourced. There’s very little time to actually train
people for things,” Scholler explained. “So, we tend to hire people who are already good at what they do
and tell them to do their thing.” While this approach had worked for Osmo when they only had a handful
of employees, it was no longer sustainable as their team grew to over 100 employees. Once again, Osmo
found themselves faced with another scaling issue.

“Now, as we're growing, we’re starting to have more management to focus more on people, training
and making sure they have the right tools to do their job,” noted Scholler. “Still, I wouldn’t say we are
very good at it,” he chuckled.
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STEM and STEAM: Trends in the EdTech Industry

In the twentieth century, it became clear that positive development in young children was directly
linked to engaging in creative play. Simply put, playing with toys was proven to help children develop.
Educators and researchers began connecting the need for creative play with the prominence of
technology, which created a boom in the education technology industry. They realized technology could
be used as a tool to enhance learning, assist teachers and provide support for students outside of normal
school hours. Using educational technology for play allowed students to learn more about their personal
interests, build upon new skills and develop their technological literacy skills from a young age.

Additionally, researchers found that EdTech also fostered student engagement through
gamification2, or the practice of applying game principles in non-game contexts. For example, splitting
students into teams, enabling a points scoring system and offering prizes were ways to engage students
with learning using game strategies. Through this, students were able to “build on the elements of
narratives and storytelling, collaboration and competition while fostering self-regulation and the ability
to handle the unfamiliar to create meaningful learning experiences”s.

In 2016, a survey4 from McGraw Hill, a leading textbook publisher, found that four out of five college
students reported that digital learning helped them improve their grades. 81% of students reported that
it improved their efficiency and effectiveness, while 69% reported that it also improved their focus.

Educators and researchers quickly realized that EdTech was not only helpful but necessary for
success in the modern world. Skills such as collaboration, critical thinking, communication and
problem-solving became extremely important in the twenty-first century. The rise of technology created
more of a need for these skills, but also provided students with the tools to learn. For example, by
collaborating on a digital project or software that encouraged problem-solving through a game. These
skills were vital for a future that demanded flexibility, teamwork, technological literacy and
participation in a complex and globalized world”s.

Another popular educational trend in the last decade was the rise of STEAM over STEMS.
Traditionally, STEM was popular for preparing students for lucrative careers in science, technology,
engineering and mathematics. Students in STEM were often perceived as developing their hard skills
more than their soft skills, such as creativity, collaboration and empathy. Despite research proving that
students with access to arts education have higher GPAs and lower dropout rates?, arts funding was
historically underfunded and overlooked in the public school system8 (see Exhibit 1). In 2008,
President Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act, ushering in a new era of extreme emphasis on
standardized testing in core subjects, such as math and reading. The Common Core State Standards
Initiative was enacted after No Child Left Behind, continuing to pressure schools to produce high test
scores and exclude arts education.

As a result, educators and researchers began to push for introducing arts to STEM, thus creating
STEAM. Many educators’ and researchers’ argument for STEAM was that arts education had a domino
effect. It encouraged creativity, which spurred innovation, which then created industries and ultimately
offered new jobs that ensured economic growth and well-being.

Many arts educators were elated at the prospect of arts education receiving funding equal to STEM
education. STEAM also made science, technology, engineering and mathematics more accessible for
many students interested in modern-day art fields, like animation and video game design. For
companies like Osmo, a rise in education technology, virtual learning, STEAM and interdisciplinary
learning were extremely beneficial.
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Struggles in Defining Osmo

At the time of Osmo’s inception, there weren’t a lot of competitors that meshed technology with
hands-on play. Sharma realized how difficult it was for Osmo to describe exactly what they were and
what they offered. How could Osmo pitch its innovative technology when there was nothing to derive
it from?

The number one challenge we have faced from day one is describing what Osmo is.
Let’s say you're creating a new building toy—you have a comparable LEGO
product. There are a lot of comparisons and people can understand very quickly
what it is and what to expect from it. But we are in this intersection of offline and
online and it’s never been done. We are the pioneers.

“To this day, I still don’t have a one-sentence pitch of what Osmo is,” laughed Scholler. “People
always say if you can’t give a thirty-second elevator pitch, you're doomed. Osmo is an example where
that’s not true.”

Even with their difficulties defining Osmo, the founders had no trouble finding willing investors.
“Our pitch deck was terrible,” laughed Scholler. “But Pramod did something genius. Before the pitch
meeting, he set up an Osmo game at the end of the room. There were all these big-shot investors playing
with it and not paying attention to our presentation, and that’s how we managed to get offers.”

However, Osmo faced another challenge when defining their target demographics: children, parents
and teachers. They often struggled to create and market their content, knowing that they had to balance
making it fun for children and making it valuable for parents and teachers. “We were always in that
pendulum of fun and educational,” recalled Scholler. “It ended up backfiring on us in some ways
because it was harder for us to market ourselves.”

Sharma had underestimated what it would take to build a business. He quickly discovered that his
background in engineering had not prepared him for business basics. “I realized how hard it is to build
abrand and to think about revenue models and business models. How do you think about scaling? How
do you build out a brand that will be long-lasting?”

Toying with Success

When the founders first began prototyping Osmo’s games, they discovered that their children were
fascinated by games with characters, such as monsters or wizards. The founders decided to explore this
discovery. “With my animation skills at the time, all I could get the character to do was wave and blink,”
remembered Scholler. “Still, my kids kept asking to see that character and would just sit there and look
at it for a while.” This became the inspiration for Osmo’s character-based games.

Ultimately, Osmo’s goal was to teach children hard skills such as coding and math and soft skills
such as critical thinking and problem-solving. They offered starter kits (see Exhibit 2) that were split
up into different categories; customers could purchase general starter kits, age-based start kits, or skill-
based starter kits. Additionally, customers could purchase add-on games and expansion bundles. Each
game came complete with interactive storylines, vibrant characters and challenges easy enough for
young children to solve.

In 2015, the Osmo team realized they needed to produce a new game focusing on numbers, which
they hadn’t done before. At the time, they only had about 20 people on their staff. “Building a new game
would be done by one person, and they would work on it full time,” Scholler recalled. The new game
was supposed to be released 9 months after it was prototyped. However, six months into the process,
the founders realized they couldn’t release that game. “There was no ‘loop of fun’”, explained Scholler.
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“When you do something physically, something happens digitally, and that makes you go back and
repeat the process. Our game was missing that.” The team spent two days trying to salvage their work
and eventually found a way to design the game experience to be fun for hours instead of just two
minutes.

In the process of creating and selling a game, Osmo often dealt with the issue of dependency loops.
“We would need videos of the game for marketing months before launch, but obviously, the game isn’t
ready by then,” explained Scholler. More importantly, Osmo once again dealt with issues of scaling.

To create an Osmo product, you need an incredible amount of discipline. You need
the app, you need the hardware design, you need computer vision and you need to
market it. Then you need to decide whether hardware should be part of the product
team or design or logistics. When you’re small, you don’t need to split these tasks as
much. You can just put a few people with different strengths in one group. At some
point, you scale, and that doesn’t work anymore because you need more processes
to make things more streamlined and optimized.

Osmo knew they needed to redesign their project process to keep up with their quickly growing
company. Processes that had worked for the nascent venture in 2013 were no longer working for them
in 2021. As a result, Scholler began designing a playbook and template for what projects should look
like, including information about when icon design and hardware needed to be locked in. Every aspect
of the game had to be tested with children and locked in during the first couple of months. This often
meant that the Osmo team had only a few chances to make sure the game design was up to their
standards. “It’s incredibly important to lock the hardware early so that we can do a lot of machine
learning and collect data,” explained Scholler. “If we don’t have data, then we can’t actually detect the
game pieces, and then we can’t test the game and then we can’t determine if it’s fun.”

As of fall 2020, Osmo’s most popular selling games were Monster, Detective Agency and Math
Wizard. Sharma reflected on what made Osmo unique from its competitors.

As parents, we understand the power of a thoughtfully-constructed digital
experience to teach and entertain, but too often, content is optimized to keep
children passively staring at screens for as long as possible. Detective Agency (see
Exhibit 3), like all Osmo experiences, was created to provide a healthy, digital
experience centered on physical play. Our parent platform builds on that sensible
screen time approach by helping parents better understand and even participate in
their children’s experiences.

In order for children to play, parents would set it up for them by downloading the Osmo app, logging
in and attaching the Osmo reflector to their tablet, which would then enable the tablet camera to view
the physical game pieces. While Osmo was originally only compatible with iPads, it soon expanded to
include other tablets. Its ability to function without WIFI also made it more accessible to students
without internet access.

Ensuring that children were still physically and actively playing with Osmo game pieces, rather than
just staring at a screen for hours at a time, was key for the company. “Exhaustive research shows that
using manipulatives, which are physical play tools such as coins, blocks and puzzles, help children learn
math. This is especially true in the areas of counting, place value, computation, problem-solving,
fractions and more,” explained Sharma.

Math Wizard (see Exhibit 4) was an eight-part series that taught 6—8-year-old children skills such
as addition, subtraction, counting, place value and solving word problems by having them do things
such as “brewing potions.” A recipe would appear on the screen, and children had to use the right
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amount of physical tokens (counted by the Osmo reflector) to complete the recipe and move on to the
next step, which would progressively become more and more difficult.

This series allowed children to experience math through hands-on, narrative- and adventure-driven
games. Using manipulatives, such as tokens, allowed them to experiment, exercise their imagination
and creativity. The games were self-paced, which helped decrease anxiety children might have around
math. The game also offered targeted hints to nudge struggling learners in the right direction. Rather
than teaching children to memorize formulas and processes, Osmo Math Wizard games offered them a
hands-on approach, combined with digital learning, to allow them to think creatively and solve
problems on their own.

The first two titles of the Math Wizard series covered the foundations of addition and subtraction
and introduced students to measurement standards. The third and fourth titles focused on age-
appropriate mathematical concepts such as laying the foundations for multiplication and division,
adding more than two numbers, understanding equations and addition and subtraction fluency.

Osmo worked hard to build exciting and magical worlds that would captivate the imaginations of
young children. One game in the Math Wizard kit included having children count balloons to help
dragons fly. Characters on the screen would walk children through each step, offering support when
they got stuck. A third game in the kit had children “travel” on a magical broom, counting and collecting
materials to rebuild castles in the fictional world of Wyverndell. Lastly, the Wyverndell Express game
allowed children to operate their own dragon courier business, solving math problems at every station
to unlock new routes. As of October 2020, more than 20,000 children had played with Math Wizard,
solving more than 3.5 million math problems.

“It’s not just an app that kids play on. Children are engaged more,” Sharma explained excitedly.
Although content creation was occasionally outsourced to other studios, most products and stories were
created at Osmo. According to Sharma, there were two questions Osmo asked themselves whenever
they were creating a new game: “How do you make something fun? How do you make something fun
for a long time?” As they had discovered in 2015, games needed to be engaging enough for children that
they would happily spend hours playing with Osmo’s toys instead of becoming bored after just a few
minutes.

In 2013, American EdTech companies raised $1.2 billions. Osmo quickly found success in the
industry; they launched a crowdfunding campaign in May 2014 that earned them $2.5 million. Osmo
had successfully figured out how to create, brand and market their products, but they soon faced
another dilemma: selling them. The company had multiple selling channels, from their website, to
selling to schools, to brick-and-mortar retailers, to selling their products on Amazon. “For each one,
there’s a lot of coordination,” explained Herrman. “A customer at Target might be different than a
customer shopping online. How do you achieve product-market fit in each channel?” As VP of
Marketing, a lot of coordination and strategizing fell on Herrman’s shoulders. She noted that dealing
with this dilemma had become much easier through the years, as the company realized they would
sometimes have to compromise on which channels they pushed. By December 2016, the company
reached over 250,000 new users. By 2019, they had 2.5 million users.

An Acquisition and a New Identity

In 2018, BYJU’S, an Indian educational technology and online tutoring firm, bought Osmo for $120
million. The move came after the founder of BYJU’S bought one of Osmo’s toys at an airport duty-free
shop for his son and liked it so much he decided to acquire the company. “They share their resources
and knowledge, but have allowed Osmo to have some independence,” said Herrman. “Pramod saw a lot
of opportunity with it.”
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BYJU’S, which was founded in 2011, was headquartered in Bengalaru (formerly Bangalore), India.
In 2020, they were valued at $11.1 billion and boasted over 9,000 employees. After they purchased
Osmo, some Osmo team members moved to India. Scholler’s role changed once again—he began to
work on bigger picture issues, such as overseeing Osmo’s product pipeline, working on BYJU’S products
and creating more streamlined processes for Osmo.

BYJU’S was mostly popular among teachers and students for its online learning app, allowing users
to learn at any time from any location. It offered K-12 classes in math, physics, chemistry and biology,
as well as exam preparation. The company was committed to “leverag[ing] technology to merge best
practices like the use of videos, engaging content and quizzes with the best teachers so that every child
across the globe has access to the best learning experiences.”

In India, people are willing to invest money into education at every level, from
kindergarten to higher education. It’s a unique place where you can build a strong
business around a specific education curriculum. So, BYJU'S began releasing
educational videos. But they realized this media didn'’t really appeal to young
children. They realized kids needed gaming and physical activities.

BYJU’S and Osmo had both seen the value in EdTech years before the pandemic normalized virtual
learning. BYJU’S interest in Osmo came at a very convenient time for the founders. Osmo was
attempting to transition from early adopters to the mass market but needed a sizable investment to
achieve the exposure they wanted. “When we talked to BYJU’S, they immediately understood that it
was an investment game where you had to put a lot of money down to get a lot of money back,”
remembered Scholler. Furthermore, BYJU’S helped Osmo define their identity. “When you’re a startup,
there are infinite possibilities for what you can do,” explained Scholler. “The acquisition helped us have
more of a clear focus. BYJU’S mission is education. Now our mission is to have educational goals for
everything we do.”

Osmo in the Age of Coronavirus

In March 2020, as the coronavirus pandemic threatened the country and shut down schools and
workplaces, the EdTech industry began to boom. COVID-19 quickly led to an unprecedented rise in
virtual learning, with parents eager to supplement their children’s education with technology and keep
them entertained as they struggled to balance working from home and taking care of their children.

“Our sales have grown significantly since the lockdown started,” said Sharma. “Earlier parents were
buying Osmo as a play product or holiday toy. Because of lockdown, there’s a need for education
products that are fun, to engage kids.” Sharma paused as he was interrupted by his 6-year-old son, who
he took care of during the day because of school closures while balancing his full-time job, much like
most parents around the world. “There’s a bigger need now for at-home learning products,” he
continued. “Parents are looking for educational ways to engage their kids.”

As a result of remote learning, Herrman explained, Osmo saw its “Little Genius” kits sales increase
at the beginning of the pandemic. Between March 16th and July 16th, Osmo’s user engagement grew
32%, with an additional 325% year-over-year growth of monthly active users in March and April. In the
same time period, revenue increased 155% and was significantly higher during March and April.
“Parents know more about what happens in schools now, before they used to just drop their kids off at
school and then go to work,” said Sharma. “Now, parents have a front seat to their kids' schooling and
often have to take on a teacher role. EdTech helps to alleviate that pressure.”

One of Osmo’s initiatives was working with teachers to incorporate Osmo in their curricula, a project
that became even more important during the pandemic. “We noticed that teachers were using the Osmo
reflector to project the lessons to their students, stated Herrman. “So we made an app to make it easier
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for the teachers to use this. Teachers have seen the value in Osmo helping them teach from home.” The
app, called Osmo Projector App, allowed teachers to broadcast their desktops, which helped them
engage their students more easily.

Some teachers also used Osmo’s toys in their classrooms. Tina Glymph, a kindergarten teacher in
Canton, Ohio, heavily relied on Osmo’s products to help her manage her classroom and enhance her
curriculum. Some of her preferred Osmo toys were their word program, coding game and drawing app.
Glymph set up a station with three iPads connected to Osmo devices and created a rotation for everyone
to take their turn, three students at a time. She noted that students were much more enthusiastic about
learn when they had educational technology available: “Tech is exciting for kids. And they like
interacting with Osmo; they’re not just sitting on an iPad and staring at it. Kids with technology—they’re
so much more willing to [learn] and so much more excited to [learn].”

Glymph also found that Osmo toys were useful as a teaching assistant. While the three students were
occupied with the toys, she didn’t have to worry about monitoring them and could focus on the rest of
her class: “Osmo checks their work, helps them move on and gives guidance. The self-correcting is
helpful. If they take too long, Osmo will show them what to do. I don’t have to run over and help them.”
With 23 students in her classroom, Glymph found this to be a huge relief.

Most of all, Glymph loved how easy and accessible Osmo’s toys made STEAM learning: “It’s my job
as their first teacher to get them excited about school, and now they are. I'm really excited about STEM,
I want to expose them to lifelong skills that they’re excited about. With Osmo, you can see how their
interest levels go up.”

Osmo Cares

The rise of corporate social responsibility (CSR) came as people fought harder to raise awareness
around issues like climate change, systemic racism and gender inequality and their determination to
hold corporations responsible for their complicity in these issues. In 2006, entrepreneur Jay Coen
Gilbert came up with the idea of B corporations®, where the “B” stood for “benefit.” Companies could
apply to be B Corps, meaning they would be publicly held accountable for the way they treated their
employees, communities, the environment and their customers. Social responsibility became
something customers look for in a company when deciding on a purchase. As a result, corporations
began dedicating entire branches of their companies to building and implementing CSR strategies.

Osmo’s CSR branch, Osmo Cares, began partnering with non-profits and community organizations
in 2016. By December 2020, they had donated over $200,000 in products and partnered with over 50
family service and autism awareness organizations. In addition, they offered free downloads of their
Projector App so that teachers and students could broadcast the desktop space in front of their desktops
more easily.

During the pandemic, thousands of students across the country were negatively impacted by school
closures and virtual learning!2, Many students had little to no access to quiet workspaces, WIFI,
technology or siblings to help them with homework. These students found themselves suddenly and
unexpectedly dealing with a range of issues such as feelings of isolation, having to neglect schoolwork
to babysit and a lack of motivation to finish the school year. Most of the students dealing with issues
like this were low-income and/or lived in rural communities.

In response, Osmo donated 50 toys and Amazon Fire tablets to schools and hubs within Navajo
Nation, a rural community where most children had never had access to a tablet. Osmo’s donation
helped teachers assist and engage their students, especially those with special needs.
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In another of their CSR initiatives, Osmo featured crowdfunding campaigns from educators across
the country hoping to bring Osmo products into their classrooms. In many situations, Osmo donated
products directly to these schools. In January 2021, Osmo donated over 9,000 STEAM Kkits to public
schools and community organizations in Chicago and Evanston, Illinois. The donation was facilitated
by team members at the Center for Excellence in Computer Science Education at Northwestern
University, the alma mater of Osmo’s Director of Products.

The pandemic brought the issue of education inequities to the forefront while also presenting
education technology as a solution. Parents, grandparents and educators searched for learning aids and
teaching tools to use at home to supplement what children were learning at school. By spring 2021,
many students were readjusting to in-person classroom learning, and many teachers were looking at
new ways to teach certain topics now that all students had been introduced to learning at home. There
were infinite possibilities for Osmo’s potential social impact on young children’s education.

The Future of Osmo

Before the pandemic, the EdTech industry was growing steadily as people began to see its value and
technology continued to advance. However, once school closures and virtual learning became the norm,
the future of EdTech changed significantly. “I think one thing we can expect to see long-term is the
growth of EdTech,” observed Herrman. “This has set the industry ahead five years or so.”

As Sharma and his team members reflected on Osmo’s past, they began to ponder its future. Could
Osmo handle its achievements in the EdTech industry and scale successfully? Was the company
growing too rapidly for the founders to catch up? How could they bring more structure to a company
that, in many ways, still had the culture of a startup? They were used to being leaders in education
technology, but the rest of the world was beginning to catch up as the pandemic forced people to get
innovative with education and made it a lucrative market. More importantly, the founders had to
continue striking the right balance between fun and educational to appeal to children, parents and
teachers. Scholler wondered out loud: “How do you get kids to think about math without overtly doing
math? How do we get kids to do a lot of addition and subtraction and multiplication without asking
them to add seven plus four?”
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Exhibit 1: Arts Education Funding
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Exhibit 2: Osmo Starter Kit

Source: Osmo

Exhibit 3: Osmo Detective Agency
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Exhibit 4: Math Wizard Kit

Source: The Toy Insider
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