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Go, Go Gadget
Through her company littleBits, MITtrained engineer Ayah Bdeir turns
humble objects into remote-controlled,
Internet-connected tweeting machines.
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We’re living in the age of weatherforecasting refrigerators and thermostats
you control from your car. And, according to
littleBits founder and CEO Ayah Bdeir, you
shouldn’t have to buy them—you should be
able to turn your Reagan-era Mr. Coffee
into an auto-brewing smart gadget yourself.
Bdeir is an engineer, MIT Media Lab
alum, and TED senior fellow who wanted
to inject more creativity and fun into her
work, making math and science exciting
to everyone. Her brainchild, littleBits, bills
itself as “DIY electronics for prototyping
and learning.” They’re magnetic, candycolored modules that snap together to
build circuits—no wiring, programming,
or soldering required.
“It’s like if you take a pottery class and
make a pot—you become proud of the
object,” she says. “For some reason, we
take no pride in our technology.”

Ayah Bdeir founded littleBits
in 2011. The company produces
a library of electronic modules
that can be used to create all
manner of devices, like a
remote-controlled fsh feeder
and weather monitor (above)
or synthesizer kit (right).
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“People spend close to 11 hours a day with electronics
and most don’t know how they work. We want to
empower people to learn and be able to invent their
own future.”—Ayah Bdeir, littleBits founder and CEO

Bdeir’s main motivation was to equip
people with the skills and interests needed
to thrive in today’s tech-flled world. She
regards technology as a language, and
believes that nowadays, those who don’t
speak it can be paralyzed. It isn’t okay to
have someone constantly fx everything for
you or buy everything for you, she says. You
can master technology yourself—and with
littleBits’s new Smart Home Kit, you don’t
need to buy pricey home gadgets that’ll
become obsolete in six months.
The Smart Home Kit is the company’s
frst foray into “the Internet of Things,” the
trend of designing objects with software
and features that connect them to the
Internet. Prior to that, littleBits focused on
packages and projects for educators, makers, programmers, and kids, including a
preassembled kit of parts to build a music
synthesizer or a “Mars Rover.” (The
Museum of Modern Art, in New York,
included littleBits in its 2011 exhibition
Talk to Me, citing the company’s efforts to
engage non-experts with technology.) The
Smart Home Kit comes with 14 modules,
11 accessories, and 14 project guides with
thousands of other user-generated ideas
on the company’s website.
Use the included MP3 player module,
servo, and synth speaker to build a system
that will automatically open your curtains
and play a wake-up tune every morning at
a set time, for instance. Or assemble a contraption that automatically dispenses

Traditional electronics require
soldering whereas littleBits’s
modules snap together with
magnets to create things like a
doorbell that sends text notifcations (above). A littleBits
employee prototypes a new
project (below).

50

JULY/AUGUST 2015

DW0815_MODW_Profile_SHIP.indd 50

DWELL

5/8/15 4:59 PM

05082015162432

DW0815_MODW_Profle_LittleBits

modern world

profle

New York frm MCDC designed
littleBits’s Chelsea ofce,
which is outftted with Togo
sofas from Ligne Roset and an
overhead fxture by Tech
Lighting. The shelves hold
books and play materials like
Legos and K’nex (above). The
company collaborated with
Labour, a Brooklyn-based
design studio, on “Art Handles,”
a 2013 installation for MoMA
Design Store (left).
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treats for pets. The idea is to take products
that exist in users’ homes and revamp them
to embrace technology.
For example, the Smart Home Kit’s
“Coffee Control” project: a scheme that
makes an ordinary brewer automatically
prepare coffee with just the touch of a button. It can take almost an hour to set up,
but sure enough, you’ll soon be churning
out a cup of French vanilla from across the
kitchen. There’s a very small learning curve
to get acquainted with the various parts
and modules, and initially connecting the
kit to the Internet takes some time. After
fguring out the lay of the land, though,
everything’s pretty intuitive.
However, it begs the question: Is it really
worth going through all the trouble to outft
a dryer to send a text message when laundry’s done? Why not just drive to the nearest electronics superstore and purchase
ready-made gizmos? For design-minded
folks, Bdeir says it pays off.
“Maybe you don’t like the smart lamps that
are out there,” she says. “Maybe they’re ugly,
don’t ft your décor, or are too expensive. Or
maybe you have a vintage lamp you want to
make smart. The Smart Home Kit respects
your own aesthetic and products.”
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