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The education technology market
aimed at elementary through high
schools is booming. There are more
than 3,900 math and reading apps,
classroom management systems
and other software services, ac-
cording to LearnTrials, a start-up
that helps school districts assess
and manage these tools.

The money pouring into ed tech
tells a different story, however. The
biggest investments are largely go-
ing to start-ups focused on higher
education or job-related skills —
businesses that feed a market of

colleges, companies and consumers
seeking career advancement.

Venture and equity financing for
ed tech start-ups worldwide rocket-
ed to $2.98 billion last year, up from
about $1.87 billion in 2014, according
to the research firm CB Insights. In-
dustry analysts attributed the bulk
of that increase to seven investment
rounds of $100 million or more, none
for businesses focused on public
schools. The financing trend high-
lights the difficulties facing the
young companies that develop apps
for school use. Many have been able
to raise early-stage financing.

But analysts say school start-ups
that have not yet figured out how
to make money are likely to have a
harder time raising financing this
year. “We have yet to see that aha
business model in the space,” said
Matthew Wong of CB Insights.

Companies focused on corporate
training or professional skills say

they have found it easier to gener-
ate revenue by marketing directly
to corporations or consumers. Lyn-
da.com, for example, markets video
tutorials to companies and to indi-
vidual software developers and oth-
ers. It raised $186 million last year
and was acquired by LinkedIn.

“A very simple explanation is: In
corporate, they have money,” said
Josh Coates of Instructure, an ed
tech company.

In 2011, Instructure began mar-
keting a learning management
system to universities and school
districts. Last year, the company
expanded its business into employ-
ee-training platforms for corpora-
tions and expects it will eventually
derive much of its revenue from
companies. “If they can make an
employee 2 percent better by pay-
ing $50 for corporate training, they
are going to do that in a heartbeat,”
Mr. Coates said. “A school can’t do

that kind of calculation. It’s not an
obvious return on investment.”

While investors appear averse to
pouring giant sums into start-ups
focused on public schools, the use of
ed tech services has grown steadily
over the last few years. One catalyst
has been higher government subsi-
dies for school districts to install
faster Internet connections. Yet
software start-ups hoping to sell to
schools face challenges. The market
is divided into about 13,500 districts.

Mitch Kapor of Kapor Capital, a
venture capital fund that has invest-
ed in more than 30 education start-
ups, said that it would take seven to
10 years for the school ed tech mar-
ket to become clearer.

“I think we will see some suc-
cesses,” said Mr. Kapor, creator of
the software Lotus 1-2-3. “But we’re
also going to see lots of companies
get off to a good start, falter, end up
being acquired, or fail.”

Talking Points

‘Happy Birthday’ Claims
Settled for $14 Million
Concluding one of the most notable
music copyright lawsuits in years,
The Warner Music Group has agreed
to pay $14 million to settle claims
over “Happy Birthday to You,”
after a judge ruled last year that the
company’s long-claimed copyright to
the song was invalid. The settlement,
which is subject to approval by a
judge, will be paid out to a class of
“thousands of people and entities”
who had paid licensing fees to use the
song since 1949.

Human Hand in Bee Virus
The deformed wing virus is decimat-
ing bee populations worldwide, and
it is spreading because of human

trade and the
transport of
bees, a new
study reports.
Researchers at
the University of
Exeter analyzed
genetic data

from honeybees and Varroa mites,
which infect the bees with the virus.
The virus, which originated in Asian
bees, first spread to Western Europe,
and then moved to North America,
Australia and New Zealand, largely
through the transport of European
honeybees.

Meaningful News for Girls
Two former editors from Teen Vogue
and Nylon have started an email
newsletter for teenage girls focused
on news and networking. For girls in
this age group, navigating the world
while staying happy and popular is
complicated, but social media has put
these struggles under a harsh light.
That’s the reason Casey Lewis and
Liza Darwin say they started Clover,
an email newsletter they believe will
allow girls to express themselves
and learn about one another outside
the glare of the social media scrum.

Facebook Loses in India
Mark Zuckerberg’s grand vision to
connect the entire world, not just the
more than one billion people who use
Facebook, hit a roadblock in India
when regulators banned free mobile
data programs that favor some
Internet services over others. The
rules block Free Basics, a no-fee ac-
cess to a text-only mobile version of
the social network. While Facebook
expected to be welcomed to India, its
message focused on itself rather than
the coalition of telecommunications
firms supporting the effort, experts
said.

STRATEGIES
RON LIEBER
If you want newly invented ice
cream flavors to show up at your
home each month, you can
get a subscription for that.
Ditto for toilet paper, cloth-
ing and, in some parts of
California, marijuana.
Charities, music ser-
vices and newspapers
are also happy to regu-
larly bill your credit card.

So it’s no surprise that a ser-
vice has popped up to help cut
off these subscriptions. Which
companies are consumers most
likely to remove from their state-
ments? Credit monitoring services
from Experian and TransUnion,
gym memberships and the month-
ly Internet-on-the-airplane offering
from Gogo are highest on the list.

Trim, the company that offers the
cancellation service and provided
the popularity figures, found nine
items (not including utilities) I was
paying each month. To have Trim
run your numbers, you have to pro-
vide your credit and debit card login
information. Or you can send copies
of your bills if you don’t want to part
with your credentials.

Once Trim does its analysis, you
get a text message with a list of
your recurring charges. You re-
ply with “Cancel X,” and then Trim
makes the request on your behalf to
the service provider.

It can’t fulfill all requests.
LifeLock, Equifax, Xbox Live,
SoundCloud, Quicken and Drop-
box generally want to hear di-
rectly from customers.

The company does not
charge for its service, and it
does not intend to sell any
data. Instead, it wants to
gather a customer base for a
sort of personal finance assis-
tant that could do everything from
nudging you to save in the most
tax-efficient account to helping you
refinance a mortgage. And yes, it
may charge a subscription fee for a
premium version of this service.

Trim’s list of least popular com-
panies serves as a good warning
for consumers who hate not get-
ting what they are paying for. Up at
the top of the list is Experian. The
company, which sells credit reports
and monitoring products through
websites like freecreditreport.com,
found itself the subject of cancel-
lation requests 35.8 percent of the
time it showed up on Trim’s custom-
ers’ statements.

Experian has a history of regula-

tory entanglements, and for years
its customers have complained that
their request for a “free” credit re-
port ended with paid subscriptions
that they did not want.

Trim’s founders discovered the
cancellation process for health
clubs to be particularly noxious.
They often have to send registered
mail to the companies to fulfill their
customers’ requests.

Gogo Air is no stranger to can-
cellation controversies. It was the
subject of a class-action suit in
2014 accusing it of enrolling people
in monthly subscriptions without
their knowledge or adequate notice.
The suit was settled.

To cancel, the company requires

an interaction of some sort, which a
company spokesman described as
“faster and more convenient” since
you don’t need login credentials to,
say, engage in an online chat with a
customer service representative.

Trim’s co-founder, Thomas Smyth,
noted Gogo did not give Trim much
trouble when it reached out on be-
half of its customers. It has more
challenges with Experian, where
the procedure changes frequently.

As for my employer, cancellation
rates on its subscriptions came in
at 10.3 percent, above the 7 percent
median for all of the companies
Trim found 50 or more times on cus-
tomers’ bills. The Wall Street Jour-
nal’s rate was 8.1 percent.

None of your subscriptions will
bankrupt you, though diverted to
savings, they may add up. But the
growing list of subscriptions is yet
another reminder of just how much
complication can come with conve-
nience. It is often easier to start a
recurring service than end it, and
even when you spot the $9.99 a
month, you may not want to put the
$9.99 (or more) of effort required
into getting rid of it.

And if credit reporting compa-
nies, health clubs or Internet pro-
viders have their claws in your
plastic, reread those bills. There’s a
decent chance you may have some-
thing better to do with the money
they are helping themselves to.
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Unlike public schools,
corporations have money
to spend on training.

Cutting Off
Recurring
Charges

STEPHEN LAM / REUTERS

Education Technology Start-Ups Target Businesses Ed Tech Funding in 2015
Venture capitalists have invested
large sums in companies focused on
higher education and job skills (in
millions).

$230
HotChalk: A California-based
company that sets up online degree
programs for universities.

$200
TutorGroup: A China-based com-
pany that offers online tutoring and
language instruction.

$186
Lynda.com: This California-based
start-up markets video tutorials to
companies and software developers.

$105
Udacity: A California-based company
that offers courses in software devel-
opment and data analytics.

SOURCE: CB INSIGHTS


