
Exploring the Kano Kit Pi pack and learning environment

Yes We Kano
The Kano Kit learning platform puts the Pi in easy reach for 

even the youngest users. By Aaron Shaw

launch the idea to the public. They needed to 
sell around 1,000 kits to make it a viable ven-
ture, and at a price of $99, they had a total 
target of $100,000. 

They smashed that goal in around 19 
hours and went on to raise $1,522,160 from 
13,387 backers, with Steve Wozniak (co-
founder of Apple) and Yancey Strickler (co-
founder of Kickstarter itself) among the 
ranks.

The Kano Kit emerged as one of the top 50 
most funded projects ever launched on Kick-
starter and broke a number of Kickstarter re-
cords, including the top UK-based project 

Kano Kit is a simple accessory kit 
and learning platform for the Rasp-
berry Pi. Kano creator Alex Klein 
says he built the Kano Kit because 

of a challenge from his young cousin to make 
a computer that is “as simple as Lego.” (See 
the interview with Alex Klein elsewhere in 
this issue.) The goal of the Kano Kit is to 
offer a product that is intuitive enough for a 
young child to set up and use with little guid-
ance, but that is equally useful in a class-
room or workshop.

After many months and many iterations of 
the Kano Kit, the team took to Kickstarter to 
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and the top educational project. To date, 
Kano has sold more than 18,000 kits to more 
than 87 countries around the world, and 
these impressive figures continue to grow on 
a daily basis.

You can purchase the kit directly from 
Kano [1] with any of the four major mains 
plug types (UK, USA, EU, AUS), and, al-
though the books that go with the Kano Kit 
are currently available only in English, mem-
bers of the Kano community have translated 
the books into over 20 different languages, 
and these translations will soon be available 
for free digital download.

Breaking Open the kit
Receiving and getting started with your first 
Raspberry Pi is always a very exciting expe-

rience, and Kano has managed to make that 
unboxing experience even more enjoyable. 
As soon as the box turns up on your door-
step, you instantly realize that the team has 
put thought and care into every aspect of 
the kit. 

If you followed the Kano Kickstarter 
campaign, you know that the team destruc-
tively tested every aspect of the packaging, 
even down to the customized external 
shipping box that the kit arrives in, to 
make sure it stands up to the challenges of 
global shipping. 

The effort that the Kano team places in 
the packaging shows they truly care about 
the experience of the end user – and that 
care shines through into everything else 
about the Kano Kit. 

Figure 1: The Kano Kit arrives in a mysterious orange box.

Figure 2: Inside, the Kano kit is carefully organized and ready for action.

Features
kano kit

issue 09 RaspbeRRy pi Geek 13



It probably goes without saying that the kit 
includes a Raspberry Pi. Kano refers to the 
Raspberry Pi as the “brain” of the computer, 
but it is the exact same hardware you can 
buy off the shelf. The kit currently uses a 
Model B Rev 2 board (and I believe they are 
all the UK-made versions from Farnell ele-
ment14); however, Alex Klein has hinted that 
a Model B+ version is in the works, so watch 
for a B+ option.

Perhaps the most impressive item within 
the kit is the innovative Kano keyboard (Fig-
ure 5). The custom-designed keyboard is 
both slim and full of features; it is well laid 
out and is a good size for children and adults 
alike. The Kano keyboard is basically a porta-
ble, wireless device, although it is too big to 
fit in a pocket. It includes a trackpad and two 
distinct mouse buttons that are located on 
the opposite side of the keyboard to allow for 
a full-height trackpad on the right, with the 

Open up the shipping box, and you are 
greeted by the Kano Computer Kit (Figure 1).

What’s inside?
The inner cardboard box is neatly organized 
(Figure 2), and with its re-usable magnetic 
fastening method, it also makes a good case 
for transporting the kit in the future. Inside, 
you are greeted with more brightly colored 
items (Figure 3). The colors are aesthetically 
pleasing, but the real reason for them be-
comes apparent when you look at the books 
and operating system – the color-coded items 
match instructions in the books to simplify 
setup for younger or less tech-savvy users 
(Figure 4).

Figure 3: Brightly colored accessories add interest.

Figure 4: The color coding leads to easy assembly 

for children who might not know the difference 

between HDMI and USB.

Figure 5: The impressive Kano keyboard is specially designed for the kit.
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colors, I believe they are just off-the-shelf 
components. The parts assemble for a simple 
and uncluttered workspace (Figure 6).

kanO Os
The Kano Kit contains an SD card with the 
Kano OS operating system preinstalled. A 
ready-to-boot SD card is a useful feature be-
cause it means no additional computer is 
needed to get up and running straight out of 
the box. Kano OS is free and open source 
software, so you can also download it di-
rectly and burn it to an SD card yourself if 
you don’t want to use the version included 
with the kit [3].

A piece of software called Kano Burner [3], 
which is compatible with Windows and Mac 
OS X, downloads Kano OS and loads it onto 
any SD card automatically. If your only other 
machine runs Linux, you can’t use Kano 
Burner, but you can still get Kano OS onto an 
SD card by downloading the SD card image 
from the Kano website and transferring it 
manually using the dd command.

Once you have Kano OS ready to go, you 
just need to insert the SD card into the Rasp-
berry Pi and power it up. The system 
launches into an automated configuration 
setup script, which firsts asks your name and 
then has you follow a white rabbit and es-
cape from a trap by typing the startx com-
mand. You are dropped into a basic graphical 

status lights embedded within it at the top. 
The keyboard includes all of the standard 
keys you would normally expect, including 
special characters necessary for writing code. 
Also included are a couple of volume buttons 
and four special keys save, load, share, and 
make – that relate to specific functions 
within the Kano OS.

The Kano keyboard is capable of three 
different connection methods: Bluetooth, 
RF, and a wired USB connection. The USB 
cable is also used for charging the device 
and is stored neatly in the base, along with 
the white USB dongle that plugs into the 
Raspberry Pi.

The kit also comes with an easy-to-assem-
ble three-piece case, which is customizable 
by way of different click-in “cards” and a few 
sheets of stickers. The design templates for 
these case cards are available to download 
online [2] so anyone with a 3D printer can 
make their own versions. A fourth case card 
includes a small speaker and an amplifier cir-
cuit mounted on the card that is powered di-
rectly from the Raspberry Pi. Kano OS needs 
a speaker for the Sonic Pi synthesizer, so the 
speaker card is a nice touch.

The kit also comes with a plug-and-play 
WiFi adapter, an SD card with Kano OS pre-
installed, a mains power adapter, a power 
cable, and an HDMI cable. These parts are all 
pretty standard, and other than their funky 

Figure 6: The Kano Kit parts fit together sensibly – you’ll need your own monitor.
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configuration screen that checks whether the 
mouse and keyboard are working correctly, 
configures WiFi, and updates the operating 
system to the latest version (which can take 
up to 15 minutes). 

After a reboot, you have the option of cre-
ating an account that ties in with the online 
Kano World site, which allows you to share 
progress with other Kano users and access 
additional features and apps. (I highly rec-
ommend creating an account with Kano 
World.) A short guidance video then plays, 
and you arrive at the full Kano desktop.

Getting to this point is a very simple pro-
cess, and the playful and engaging feel of 
Kano OS makes it easy to see that children 
would already be getting excited (Figure 7). 
If you need to change any settings or config-
urations, you are still able to do so from 
within the main desktop by clicking on the 
settings icon in the taskbar. Bear in mind that 
some of the initial configuration screens 
might be a bit confusing if you are using the 
Kano OS without the official keyboard/ 
mouse combo, but you should still be able to 
navigate with ease.

Challenges
Once you have completed the configuration 
and are inside the desktop environment, the 
aim of the game is to complete a series of 
coding and computer challenges to gain ex-
perience points, unlock swag, gain badges, 
and move up through the various levels. A 
profile dashboard accessible from the top 
left-hand side of the screen lets you check 
your progress. 

The main tasks are completed within four 
environments – Snake, Pong, Minecraft, and 

Music. Each of these sections guides you 
through various lessons on Linux, comput-
ing, and coding, and when you click on an 
option for the first time, you are shown the 
basic aims with a narrated video. The chal-
lenges are conducted in simple steps, and the 
more complex functionality is unlocked grad-
ually to avoid any errors and make sure you 
understand the concepts thoroughly before 
moving on.

Snake introduces you to the command 
line, as well as very simple Python code, 
using a remake of the classic game. Pong and 
Minecraft use a Scratch-like drag-and-drop 
graphical coding environment (which they 
call Kano Blocks) to play and customize in 
various ways. 

The block-based programming functional-
ity is actually based on Google Blockly and 
outputs Python code in the background that 
you can open and inspect by clicking the 
Code button at the bottom of the block editor 
window. Minecraft is already a favorite of 
many children on mobile and other devices; 
however, the Pi Edition adds the ability to 
manipulate the Minecraft world with code to 
further engage the user with additional func-
tionality. Also in the icon-based launcher 
area is a video app for watching videos both 
from YouTube and locally. Chromium is in-
cluded as the default web browser; however, 
because Chromium is a bit slow, if you want 
to use Kano for general purpose web brows-
ing, you could also choose the Epiphany 
browser from the Apps menu. 

If you want to expand the functionality of 
Kano OS further, you’ll find 30 more apps in 
the App menu and Kano World online, in-
cluding Scribus, Mathematica, and more. You 

Figure 7: Kano OS has a look and feel that is designed to appeal to young children.
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downloads section of the Kano website [3]. 
The first book guides you through setting 
up your kit and turning on the computer 
for the first time. To be honest, the first 
book is only really relevant if you have the 
full kit, so you can skip straight to Book 2 
if you are using the OS with hardware you 
purchased separately. 

The second book guides you through the 
basic steps of the Kano OS and helps you 
navigate the various menus, levels, and chal-
lenges. Book 2 also includes tips, such as sta-
tus tray item meanings and useful (albeit 
basic) command-line snippets.

Kano OS is quite intuitive as it is, so I 
would imagine most people could progress 
quite easily without needing the books, but 
they are a nice touch and a guiding hand for 
your first venture into the Kano ecosystem, 
especially for a child to use without the help 
of an adult.

life after kanO?
Once a child (or an adult for that matter!) 
begins playing around with the Raspberry Pi, 
it can sometimes be hard to pry them away. 
The Raspberry Pi in general brings great fun 
while you work and a great sense of achieve-
ment when you realize just how much you 
have learned. 

The Kano Kit has the same kind of effect. 
It will not take long before the children who 
use this kit will be calling themselves “Super 
Children” and dreaming up crazy ideas to 
delve deeper into the inner workings of the 

can install any other available tools and utili-
ties through the standard Linux command-
line methods.

Kano OS is effectively a re-skinned version 
of the standard Raspbian operating system 
with a number of Kano-specific enhance-
ments to gamify the whole experience. The 
Kano team has apparently put a lot of time 
(and hence money) into optimizing the 
speed of Kano OS, and the investment defi-
nitely shows – it runs very smoothly during 
general operation and even manages nicely 
when running the block-based coding envi-
ronment alongside Minecraft and the other 
games. 

The Kano team also pushes any improve-
ments they make back to the main Raspbian 
distribution when possible, in true open 
source fashion. All in all, Kano OS is a great 
development and a worthwhile starting point 
for anyone taking their first steps with Rasp-
berry Pi.

kanO BOOks
The Kano companion books are free, open 
source learning materials designed to com-
plement the kit and Kano OS (Figure 8). The 
two books together add up to 128 full-color 
pages, each of which typically contains fewer 
than 20 words or so and a large picture.

The books were designed to be like chil-
dren’s story books, and they are easy to 
follow. If you purchased the kit, you will 
have full-color printed copies within, and if 
you didn’t, you can get the books from the 

Figure 8: Fully illustrated books lead the user through projects and configuration steps.
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“brain” of the computer they have created. It 
is likely that Kano will release more levels, 
challenges, and software as time progresses, 
but there are also a plethora of other options 
to explore. 

The great thing about Kano being on Rasp-
bian is that it is not a huge jump to progress 
onto the main platform. The look and feel is 
slightly different, of course, but a full desk-
top is still available. The rate at which chil-
dren progress to Raspbian or further will de-
pend on age and ability, but the skills gained 
through completing the challenges and levels 
with Kano will put them in a much better 
place to experiment on a wider scale with 
the Raspberry Pi.

COnClusiOn
Calling Kano a hardware kit under-sells the 
product. In one sense, the Kano Kit is a col-
lection of colorful hardware at a decent price, 
but in reality, you are getting much more 
than that. It almost feels as if the true value 
of Kano lies within the bits that are free: the 
operating system and books. Having those 
excellent resources available for free and 
open source is a huge asset to the commu-
nity at large.

The Kano Kit was very much designed for 
use by children (from absolute beginner level 
and up), and for that specific purpose, I 
would wholeheartedly recommend it to any-
one and everyone. Kano Kit is certainly the 
best kit of its kind, and it certainly makes the 
Raspberry Pi accessible to even the youngest 
of children.

Although I don’t think Kano OS and the 
books are necessarily relevant for older chil-
dren and adult beginners, if you are looking 
for a hardware starter kit that includes every-
thing needed to get you up and running, you 
can’t go wrong with Kano. It might not be 
the cheapest around, but it certainly is one of 
the best and is guaranteed to work out of the 
box with the Raspberry Pi. 

Kano has captured the imaginations of 
thousands of kids and adults alike, and it is 
easy to see why.  ● ● ●
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[1]  Kano website: http://  www.  kano.  me

[2]  Kano Case cards: http://  world.  kano.  me/ 
 projects/  53fde8fe8821d70500fd6bea

[3]  Kano Downloads:  
http://  www.  kano.  me/  downloads
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