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STEM cells of education

Augmented reality and loT-driven educational
toys are helping children bone up on basic
scientific concepts, reports Romita Majumdar

Ritam Ghosh’s parents fondly threwa fitbecause he had to go without
remember their son takingapart every his online games. That is when Ghosh
toy car, clock-wound toy animal, pen or realised that hischild needed mentally
evencyclechainstotryand see how engagingactivitiesthat can help him
theyworked. Backin the 1980s, this innovateon hisown. :

meant that his toys often had tobe Child psychologistshave been saying
replaced. Buttheinvestmentpaidoffas | thesamethingforalongtime. Theyhave
theirson’sskill with pointed tothe negative
machinesensuredthathe  Educationaltoysand  impactoflettingchildren
gotintoa premier games help children  spendlonghoursonthe
engineeringinstituteafter ~ understand basic internetwherethey get
hefinished school. concepts while readymadeanswerstotheir
In2019,Ghosh’sseven-  improving their queriesratherthan learning
year-oldsonIvanishavinga cognitive and and experiencing knowledge
very different sort of analytical skills asariteof passage.
childhood. The boy never “The current generation
takesacrackatdismantling of children are running
atoy — partlybecause toysareofbetter | between tuition, classes and school so
qualitytoday and cannoteasilybetaken | whenyouleavethemontheirownina’
apart, butalso because Ivan and his playground, they don’t know what to
peersspend much more time playing do,” says Mona Gajre, professor of
gameson tabletsand smartphones paediatrics at the Paediatric

rather than with physical toys.Somuch | Neurodevelopment Centre, Mumbai.
sothat when the family experienced a Gajre suggests amix of structured and
wifi disruption last month, the boy unstructured playtime for children

where they caninnovate and create,

goingbeyond just learning new skills.
Toaddressthis need, anumber of

products and technology startups are

coming out withsmart and funlearning

. options for children, especially in the
science, technology, engineeringand
mathematics (STEM) fields. These
educational toysand games help
children understand basic concepts
while improvingtheir cognitive and
analytical skills.

Take Smartivity, which has
developed augmented reality (which
combines computer-generated images
with the real world to providea
composite view) and STEM-based
educational toys. Co-founder Tushar
Aminsays that though all four
founders of Smartivity were alumni
of premier engineeringinstitutes,
they know that they madeit
because they managed to
gamethesystem.

“We crammed
formulae and secured
good marks. There was no
practical understanding of the
conceptsinvolved. We aced gear-
ratio problems in secondary
school, but saw an actual gear

systemonly in our second year of
engineering,” says Amin.
Smartivity’stoys, games and puzzles,
which are based on augmented reality
(AR) or Internet of things (I0T)
technologies, help children developan
understanding of STEM conceptsand
encourage logical thinking. For
example, once children finish colouring
an AR drawingsheet, they caninteract
withtheir creations through the AR app.
Soiftheyhave drawnananimal orabird,

\ understand the conceptsofdifferent

they canlistento their call, feed themor
watch them fly. Smartivity’simage
processingand colour recognition
technologies ensure that the picture
they have coloured comesto life on their
screenin3D. The company hasworked
with leading multinational brandslike
Glaxo Smith-Kline (Junior Horlicks),
Aviva, Hewlett-Packard, and AXIS Bank
todevelopand distributeits
educational toys.

Othersare makingasimilareffortto
helpkidslearn STEM conceptsinsimple
and fun-filled ways. “STEM educationis
thefuture. Sowe need toensure that
childrenaretaughtthesesubjectsina
thattheyunderstand,” says Tarun Bhalla,
founderand CEO of Avishkaar. Bhalla has
setupmorethan400roboticsand
tinkering labs across the country afterhe
lefthisjob at Microsoftmorethana
decadeago.

Avishkaar’s products, tailored to
different age groups, helpschool children

~ typesof machinesandrobotsand
encourage themtobuildsimple

&, programmingkit for1l-year
| pluschildrenteachesthemto

- likeloops. All programmingis

~ doneontheirin-house OS platform

~ called Avishkaar Maker Studio, built
specifically for youngusers.




