
The Raspberry Pi Foundation spreads the word  
in the US Midwest

 Pi Time
Raspberry Pi engineer Rob Bishop brings his roadshow to 

Kansas City By Rita L Sooby

He noted that about one third of Pis are sold 
in the US, one third in Europe, and one third 
in the rest of the world. That means, per cap-
ita, sales are lower in the US than in the UK 
and the rest of Europe, which is a troubling 
statistic and one reason to institute the US 
roadshows.

A number of people were curious about 
what the Foundation would do next, or what 
the engineers might add or remove from the 
Pi now that they’d seen how it was being 
used, or whether a Raspberry Pi 2 was on the 
horizon.

Bishop responded that they thought they 
had created a platform that “is good enough 
for most uses, and it’s the cheapest thing.” 
He admits some choices were compromises, 
but usually to keep costs down. Because 
they’ve built a flexible and extensible plat-
form, he said, they’re leaving to cottage in-
dustries the accessories, specialty devices, 
and boards that extend the basic Pi. In fact, 
he said, many of these cottage industries 
have sprung up around the Pi and are finan-
cially lucrative.

For example, although the Foundation at 
first considered delivering the Pis with cases, 
exposure of the board was by design, be-
cause many kids don’t know what a com-
puter really looks like. Now people are mak-
ing money creating all kinds of Pi cases. This 
philosophy extends to the Pi itself. The Foun-
dation, with fewer than 10 employees, does 
not have the resources to manufacture the Pi 
and distribute it themselves; instead, they 
have licensed partners who build and distrib-
ute the boards for them. Profits are then split 
between the distributors and the charity.

Another reason not to change the Rasp Pi, 
Bishop noted, is so they wouldn’t make obso-
lete everything that’s been built around it thus 
far. If they built something different, they’d 
“lose a lot of what came before.” (However, 

More than 200 people gathered in 
Kansas City, Missouri, at Science 
City, Union Station, on August 
23 to meet Rob Bishop, Rasp-

berry Pi engineer and evangelist. The audi-
ence spanned a wide range of ages, including 
parents and grandparents with children, re-
tirees, hobbyists, students, teachers, and art-
ists. Kansas City was yet another stop on the 
Midwestern leg of Bishop’s “Raspberry Pi US 
Roadshow.”

After being introduced to the crowd by Luis 
Rodriguez, employee of Science City and pro-
ducer of Maker Faire, Kansas City, Bishop 
spoke for about 20 minutes, introducing the 
Raspberry Pi and telling the story of the Rasp-
berry Pi Foundation (see “The Raspberry Pi 
Story”), before opening the floor to questions.

Q&A
The first question Bishop fielded from the 
audience was about worldwide Rasp Pi sales. 
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Modern Punk: One Rasp Pi project at the Science City Maker Space filtered tweets with various 

Raspberry Pi hashtags and printed them on a home-made printer.
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Eben Upton, a Foundation member, has ad-
mitted he’d like to “stay around for at least 
another product launch,” implying a new 
product might appear after all [2]).

PAssion for the Pi
An educator in the audience wanted to know 
how to get kids excited about programming. 
Bishop said he advocates “stealth” learning; 
that is, find out what the child is already ex-
cited about – whether it be sports, robotics, 
weather, or gaming, for example – then they 
will figure out what they need to build, and 
with a Pi, they can build it. Also, Bishop rec-
ommended introducing kids to hacker and 
maker spaces, where they have the tools and 
people who can help them.

the DigitAl DiviDe
The digital divide, the gap between technol-
ogy haves and have-nots, was a concern of 
one member of the audience, who was inter-
ested in hearing how Bishop thought the Rasp 
Pi might address this international and na-
tional problem. Bishop pointed out that, be-
cause the Pi is small and cheap to buy, set up, 
and run (i.e., has low power requirements), 
almost everything needed to create a com-
puter lab will fit in a backpack – something 
you can’t do with old, recycled computers.

Also, Bishop said, the Foundation sees 
India, China, Brazil, and other places as 
“ripe” for the Pi, but because they’re a small 
team of engineers, not education specialists, 
and the educational systems are diverse and 
segmented, it is something they cannot do on 
their own. He suggested that non-govern-
mental organizations would be more effec-

tive on the national and local levels. This dis-
cussion brought up the topic of how they are 
handling the inevitable Chinese clones. 
Bishop mentioned that although all Rasp Pis 
now come out of Wales, the early boards 
were manufactured in China, so in an at-
tempt to undercut the cloners, they continue 
to produce and sell a not-for-export red Pi in 
China only.

ConClusions
Throughout the discussion, Bishop returned 
to certain points of emphasis. First, a pri-
mary mission of the Foundation is to lobby 
for computer science in schools. In the UK, 
where they have met with some success, the 
CS curriculum is now rated to be as impor-
tant as science and is tracked like other sub-
jects. Because the US educational system is 
too local to scale nationally, a shift in culture 
must take place to rate CS skills as highly as 
other life skills.

Second, Pis are not for schools, they’re for 
kids. Getting Rasp Pis into the hands of chil-
dren is an important objective. The core cur-
riculum should come from the schools; then, 
kids will be able to use the Rasp Pi because 
they have the necessary core skills. Third, 
Bishop thinks it is important to bring people 
back to the command line and away from 
computer interfaces that “guide” the user all 
of the time.

Bishop sees the Foundation, in the form of 
their website, as a place where Pi stories can 
be told, so success stories don’t just remain 
local stories. Finally, Bishop remarked: “Any-
one can be a geek, even those you think are 
the least geeky.”  ● ● ●

The Raspberry Pi Foundation came into being when computer sci-
ence professors at Cambridge University saw the number and 
quality of applicants to their program decline. They determined 
two primary causes: (1) computer science (CS) wasn’t emphasized 
in schools and (2) kids didn’t have access to machines they could 
program, like the Ataris, Acorns, Commodores, and Spectrums of 
the 1980s, which at the time were essentially toys. Children have 
grown up, Bishop said, using “increasingly intuitive and abstracted 
devices” that don’t convey a sense of what a computer really is. 
The toys kids do have access to have software unavailable to the 
purchaser; in fact, anyone attempting to hack them could get into 
legal trouble.

To reverse the disturbing trend seen at Cambridge, Eben Upton 
and others [1] set up an educational charity, the Raspberry Pi Foun-
dation, to bring together teachers, academics, and enthusiasts. 
Their goals were to encourage the teaching of programming in 
schools, bring industry and funding sectors together with the edu-
cation sector, and not only create the next generation of engineers, 
but also increase the level of programming skill among non-engi-

neers. At the time, however, most electronics were not cheap 
enough to risk breaking. Additionally, we are too dependent on the 
machines we do have to risk much experimentation. One way for 
the Foundation to meet their goals was to create an open computer 
cheap enough to break and cheap enough to buy for a child.

With the explosion of mobile computing, components came down 
in price to a point at which a US$ 35 board was possible to pro-
duce. This price point was chosen because it’s equivalent to about 
the price of a textbook in the UK (although it comes in at more than 
two times the cost of a US middle school text book or one third the 
cost of a US university textbook).

With the Foundation advocating for schools to establish standards 
for CS education, making it as important as other life skills courses, 
kids would be able to tinker with the Pi and put in enough hours to 
gain the skills needed to reach a certain level of competency. Then, 
the next time students proposed a project, instead of expecting the 
parents or schools to buy closed-source, expensive equipment, 
they would think, “I can build that.”

the RaspbeRRy pi stoRy

[1]  Meet the Baker:  
http://  www. 
 linuxpromagazine.  com/ 
 Issues/  2013/  149/ 
 Interview‑Eben‑Upton/ 
 (language)/  eng‑US

[2]  The inside story of the Rasp-
berry Pi:  
http://  www.  zdnet.  com/  we‑th
ought‑wed‑sell‑1000‑the‑in‑
side‑story‑of‑the‑rasp‑
berry‑pi‑7000009718/
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A Pi-controlled dog feeder in the 

Science City Maker Space.
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