


Mubarak Marafa
Hey there! My names Mubarak, I’m a Nigerian 

Interaction Designer from Hong Kong. I’ve got a 

Masters in Design for Interaction Design and 

studied Creative Media. 

The case study outlined below describes my 

challenges, thought processes and design 

solutions over the past year working on Oto by 

Oyalabs.



What can we as parents, do to best prepare our children for the future? To answer 

this question we built Oto, the first monitor that will help you bring up a 

smart baby.

The Mission



Oto is a platform we developed that uses natural language processing to 

help parents better understand the learning environment around their 

babies. 

The app works by allowing parents to record parent-child interactions such as 

playtimes and book reading and view feedback on different scientifically proven 

metrics that are known to impact early childhood development like word count, and 

conversation turns.

The Explanation
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When I joined Oyalabs as the first 

design hire, the app was in a good 

place. It had clear information 

architecture and was functional. We 

were in the middle of an academic 

study with The Hong Kong University 

of Science and Technology so instead 

of doing a complete redesign of 

the app I made small tweaks.

Original Design

1. Harmonized the color palette 
and simplified the word 
counter. 

2. Tried out some more playful 
vocabulary. 

3. We knew sharing would be a 
great way to increase 
engagement so we tested 
having a share button. 

4. Bigger icons so that parents 
would be able to tap them 
with only one hand.

My Design
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After the study was over and we 

validated and concluded that our 

technology does indeed help parents 

improve. I set out to redesign our app. 

I made two rough personas based 

on the parents that I met during 

the academic study. We had 40 

families in the study, and with the help 

of my Project Manager, we were able to 

schedule one-on-one interviews with 

them.

The Redesign
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I made a list of MVP features I needed to include in the design. 

*Our app was named “wordle” at the time.

*
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These two personas were the 

extremes of the spectrum and 

our parents mostly fell 

somewhere between the two 

but it was helpful to design 

two different experiences 

and test them both to see 

which direction to go for.

Design 1

A colorful and playful app 
for unconcerned parents 
with lots of time.

A minimal, sleek app for 
concerned parents with 
little time.

Design 2

The Redesign
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We put together a quick online 

survey and with the help of my PM 

(she had built such a good 

relationship with the parents) we 

sent it out. 

The feedback we got showed the 

colorful and playful app winning, 

but what was interesting was that 

there were features on both apps 

that parents liked.

The Redesign
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Armed with this research I then set out to 

make tweaks to the colorful and playful idea 

to make it more informative. I decided to 

take elements from both the previous 

designs and work it into the app. 

We had a Parenting and Baby Fair (Healthy 

Matters) coming up and I wanted to have a 

prototype ready to show parents. 

The overall response was good and I was 

happy to settle on this direction for the new 

app.
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1. Very straight-forward
number of words on the
home screen.

2. While recording the
background fills in to
indicate the word count
progress.

3. Took the graph from the
other design to give
parents a clear sense of
progression.

The Redesign
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In the first version of the product I was taking a lot of design cues from sports and 

fitness tracking apps. We had a progression bar to show the word count. Eventually 

we expanded our value proposition for parents to make the product more 

compelling. We were going to do more than just word count. 

The Home Screen
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We would eventually build the 

capability to do Conversation Turns 

and Sentimental Analysis. Both came 

from our talks with speech therapists 

and specialists. We needed a new 

way of conveying the information 

to the users. 

Enter the Learn-O-Meter.

Tap for more

SentimentChat CountWord Count
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1. Our Learn-O-Meter was a 
metaphor for a 
thermometer. The more full 
parents kept it, the better 
the learning environment 
for the baby. 

2. I designed a small 
breakdown view so parents 
could see how far off from 
their goals they were for 
that day.

The Home Screen
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The Learn-O-Meter was an abstraction 

of everything that goes into early 

childhood development. By creating 

the Learn-O-Meter we wouldn’t 

needed to crowd the home screen 

with loads of complicated metrics. 

All the parent needed to worry about 

was keeping the Learn-O-Meter score 

high to do well. This unlocked a lot of 

possibilities for us.
Original Home Screen Redesigned Home Screen

The Home Screen
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The user would be able to tap 

the Learn-O-Meter for more 

information and a breakdown 

on their progress and then tap 

on individual metrics for even 

more numbers!

On the surface the app was simple but if 
the parent wanted to learn more they could 
tap to go to the next level of information.

The Home Screen
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Activities and Events were a main part of our platform from the beginning. I didn’t just 

want to make a tracker for parents but since our target users were young and first 

time parents we realized that they often were reading a lot and trying to find 

things to do that were appropriate for their children. 

Parents would turn to Facebook groups and Pinterest to find ideas for activities. This was 

great but the problem was the information wasn’t guaranteed to be scientifically 

backed so they weren’t sure if it was reliable or applied to their babies. 

This was a fairly large pain point for our users.

The Activities
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Our platform already had 

information about the parents 

like their level of engagement 

with the app and their babies, 

and their babies age etc. we 

realized we could curate a 

personalized list of activities 

for the parents. Activities, events and games took many 
forms in our app. 

The Activities
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We always kept the activities in the app but what we found was that parents would 

read through them maybe once and never go through them again. The long term 

engagement of the activities was quite low. 

Parents in our study would do the activities but these parents weren’t representative 

of the larger population.

The Activities
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Our first experiment (ongoing) to 

increase engagement was a game we 

called “The 7 Day Challenge”. It was a 7 

day series of curated activities that 

were catered to the developmental 

stage of the users baby. 

At the end of the challenge parents 

would be rewarded with a fun ‘report 

card’ style feedback on how they did.

We worked with speech specialists to 
create activities that parents would use to 
interact with their children. Parents would 
have to record their interactions with their 
babies to proceed to the next activity.

The Activities
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We launched the 7DC and after a couple of days we realized something very quickly. 

Of the parents we emailed about the 7DC, 34% clicked and opened the app. Of that 

number 60% actually started the challenge. 

Then the statistics showed something very worrying. 

Only 5% of users got past day 1. 😱

The Activities
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We dug into it to figure out what was 

going wrong. 

We decided to contact one of the 

users who had gotten past day one 

and given us extremely valuable 

feedback on our Facebook group. 

We quickly set up a call to get to the 

bottom of it.
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1. The progress bar wasn’t 
prominent enough! Users 
had no clue how far they 
were. 

2. Parents weren’t sure if they 
had even completed the 
activity or not. 

3. After they recorded the 
parent-child interaction 
what happens to it?

The Activities
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Some of the problems were on the 

technical side, like our daily reminder 

notifications not going through but here’s 

what we learned on the design side. 

1. It’s not clear when the conditions are 

met to unlock the next activity. 

2. The Learn-O-Meter doesn’t change 

much after each activity so the user is 

left feeling like they didn’t have much 

impact. 

3. Where do the recording’s go?

1. I used the profile picture of the baby traveling across the 
waveform to indicate progression and a ‘success’ point. 

2. I took a cue from popular smartphone games and used stars 
and missions to give parents more to achieve and clear goals. 

3. Grouping the engagement into sessions would allow the user 
more control and a clear sense of how much they did.

The Activities 3
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We were introducing a new kind of behavior to the user and we were having a lot of 

users just ‘trying” out the app to see how it worked. 

One major error I made early on was designing the app as if the user was a 

regular user. This issue was also exasperated by the fact that most of the research 

we did was with study participants who were already in the know. In a sense we 

were preaching to the choir. We wanted our technology to help all parents!

The On Boarding
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The first thing I tried was to 

just simply explain the app with 

a story.

!

!

!

I created a multiple page store for the user to 
go through. I used visual cues to indicate how 
far through the process the user was. 

An interesting part of this idea was also ”story 
time” having the user read out a short story 
would let the user get into the right state of 
mind to use our app.

The On Boarding
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Letting the user learn about 
the app while being within 
the app was a step in the 
right direction, but we 
weren’t quite there yet as the 
users were overwhelmed by 
the reading. 

Also this was where our bear 
that would later become Oto 
was created!

Naturally people did not 

want to read at all so I had 

to iterate on it again. 

We figured that a progressive 

on boarding approach 

would be better for the 

user. We’d let the log in be 

quick and painless and keep 

the explanations for when they 

are actually in the app.

The On Boarding

!
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This was also the birth of our mascot (I 

would later name him Oto develop 

him into the brand of the company). I 

wanted to explore using a 

conversational Chat UI to keep it 

friendly. 

Parents Loved this! We did too, but 

parents still didn’t like the large 

paragraphs so I committed to the chat 

interface and broke it up into more of 

a chat Interface.

Making Oto look like he was 
typing was a very fun way to 
breathe some life into him.

The On Boarding
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Eventually we realized Oto 

himself was compelling enough 

for parents to tap on. We 

decided to allow the user 

discover the interface 

through ‘play’ and eventually 

when they tapped on the bear, 

he’d give little nuggets of 

information about the interface.

!

Oto would pop into the screen 
with a notification indicating 
that he had something to say, 
or a small tip for the parent. 

This allowed us to ease the 
parent into the experience on 
their own time.

The On Boarding
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This on boarding worked very 

well for us for a long time but 

recently I revisited the log in/

sign up process and redesigned 

it as we were ramping up for 

the next academic study, and I 

wanted Oto to be more 

prominent right from the 

start of the experience.

The user flow for the new 
conversational ChatUI.

The On Boarding
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1. To make the sign up feel quick I decided to ask only one question at 
a time. We also used a conversational way to figure out who this 
user was so we could filter them into the right sign in flow. 

2. Having the custom keyboard input style for the whole sign in flow 
allows the user to just keep their thumbs in the bottom half of the 
screen just like a chat interface.
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I’ve been a part-time teacher for very young kids for several years before joining 

Oyalabs. I’ve seen first hand the effects that over ambitious parents who want their 

children to excel in life has on families and children in Hong Kong. 

Designing a platform that could potentially add to this stress and further 

encourage the already competitive nature in parents has weighed on me as 

a designer who believes in designing responsibly.

The Ethics
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As a principle I have been very careful with certain aspects of the design of our 

platform. For example not giving parents the option to compare their children 

against a population average without first connecting them with a 

specialist. 

Another area I impacted the design of the app was to design the Learn-O-Meter to 

be ‘goal oriented’. A user who had a daily word count of 10000 words would feel the 

same level of excitement and reward as a user who had 100 words.

The Ethics
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