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The State of Edtech
Technology trends shaping education: Part 1 of our Yearlong 

As a nation, we obsess about education. Look at A Nation at 
Risk’s 1984 critique that public education would not bring 
about a competitive economy. Or maybe Eisenhower’s 
National Defense Education Act, aimed at increasing 
science education for national safety in 1958. Or go back to 
1930 to Eleanor Roosevelt's speech in Hyde Park when she 
called for an improvement in education to build better 
citizens.

As more and more people chime in—whether they be 
teachers, administrators, business people, entrepreneurs, 
politicians, foundations, social workers or 
technologists—our conversations over what we teach, 
when, why and how we teach it, have become more 
polarized. Each group brings its own views on how teaching 
and learning has and should evolve.

Each group of people looking to education to solve 
problems or serve as a mechanism of change is looking at 
the world through their own lens. Maybe it’s political, 
economical, justice-oriented or relationship-focused. Each 
person uses their lens to define what teaching and learning 
should look like.
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We all have a huge stake in education, as parents, as 
community members and as learners ourselves. However, the 
only way we can collectively move education forward is if we 
start trading lenses and begin building a better understanding 
of how other communities see teaching and learning.

Please share and take the opportunity to “regrind your 
conceptual lenses” to gain a di�erent perspective on the 
evolution of teaching and learning.
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This project invites you to try on different lenses when 
looking at K-12 education in the US. We will give you 
perspectives from different stakeholders on the trends 
and forces shaping how money is invested, how tools 
are created and how schools are designing teaching and 
learning experiences. 
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A Message from AT&T

Technology is fundamentally altering education by removing barriers 

so that everyone—regardless of age, gender, income or zip code—has 

the opportunity to make their dreams a reality. AT&T is helping to 

drive this change by developing tools for anytime, anywhere learning 

and supporting change-makers in education. By gathering and 

analyzing information about the current state of ed-tech, we can 

create and support the most e�ective solutions—and ensure other 

companies are doing the same. Through our signature education 

initiative AT&T Aspire, we are providing funding and collaborating 

with EdSurge to support “The State of EdTech” research.
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America’s public K-12 schools are plugging in and juicing up. 
Can the tech take care of itself this time?

The Most Important Edtech Trends of 2016

K-12 Edtech Trends
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It can be hard to keep up in US K-12 education these days. 
Coding and computer science are entering the core curriculum 
in the seven largest US districts. Teachers are sharing 
professional development lessons over Twitter. Schools are 
“wiring up" to meet high demands for devices and 
communication. Understanding these trends is critical because, 
for better or for worse, they shape how K-12 education is 
changing and at their core is a common thread: technology.
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Note: Data generated by our readers in an online poll.

The Most Important Edtech Trends of 2016 According to Our Readers



Education and education technology are NOT the same thing: 
technology is galvanizing ideas and innovation in education 
but o�ers no cure-all. The education technology trends that 
have emerged are responding to problems and forces that have 
shaped the world of education for decades. These problems 
range from the financial constraints faced by schools and 
districts to the changes in employment and skills 
opportunities, to the emerging factors that impede—or open 
up—access to high-quality education.

EdSurge has spent months researching the predominant 
edtech trends, exploring data and engaging many voices 
including educators, administrators, entrepreneurs, investors, 
parents and policy-makers. We didn’t simply want to leave our 
readers with yet another “top 10” list. We wanted to share the 
perspectives, hopes and, at times, frustrations of others as we 
all move forward to shape the future of teaching and learning.

We’ve reviewed the major stories from 2015, polled the 
EdSurge audience and interviewed more than 90 education 
players. Our readers’ inputs led us to pinpoint the trends that 
have emerged as most critical over the past 12 to 24 months. 
Then we dove into the issues from di�erent perspectives: 
teachers and administrators, even investors.

What’s in for 2016? Infrastructure, Learning Models, 
Computer Science, Student Assessments, Data Privacy, 
Professional Development, Edtech Business Models and Free 
Products.
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There is no “digital learning environment” without reliable and ample communications 
connectivity, networks that work and devices that truly go “on” at the touch of a switch. 
Underscore reliable. In past decades, schools and their supporters figured it was their job just to 
get tech. Once inside of schools, however, tech gear often wound up orphaned or supported only 
by heroic teachers (librarians), who moonlighted as their own tech support crew.

In 2015, the emphasis evolved away from mere access to technology to smart use of reliable 
technology.

The core communications infrastructure in schools includes access to high-speed bandwidth, 
wireless networking within a school, and low-cost devices for tapping into the network. To 
make it a truly robust infrastructure, the National Education Technology Plan says schools 
also need thoughtful data privacy and digital citizenship policies, quality instructional 
resources and ways to ensure all students have internet access at home.

US schools are building out their core communications infrastructure tremendously: through 
its 2013 ConnectED initiative, the Obama Administration pledged to connect 99% of schools 
with next generation broadband by 2018. A year later, the Federal Communications Commission 
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Plugging in, Juicing Up
America’s public K-12 schools are plugging in and juicing up. 
Can the tech take care of itself this time?

Infrastructure in Schools

Districts Offering Proper Internet Connection to Students
In two short years, the number of districts meeting the FCC connectivity goal has more 

than doubled, including 20.5 million more students and 1.4 million more teachers

Source: EducationSuperHighway
http://stateofthestates.educationsuperhighway.org/
http://stateofthestates.educationsuperhighway.org/
http://stateofthestates.educationsuperhighway.org/
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https://tech.ed.gov/connected/
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helped schools pay by revamping its “e-rate” program to provide $3.9 billion annually to 
schools and libraries largely for broadband. (Schools had previously used the money to cover 
other communications fees, such as telephone services.) In 2014, the Department of Education 
also introduced the Future Ready District pledge, which provides a roadmap for schools to 
better leverage technology to impact student learning. And states began pitching in. According 
to EducationSuperHighway, 38 state governors have taken actions to upgrade connectivity in 
schools—for instance, California put $50 million in its 2015-16 budget to upgrade schools’ last 
mile connections.

https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order

https://futureready.org/take-the-pledge/
https://futureready.org/take-the-pledge/
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AT&T’S INVOLVEMENT WITH ConnectED
by AT&T

And that communications infrastructure is likely to keep 
getting better: The federal government and states are tipping 
more funds—and policies—to support schools’ broadband 
connectivity. In 2015, the FCC ruled AT&T must respond to all 
request for proposals for fiber connections made by schools 
and libraries during the next four years—though this only 
applies to organizations tapping into e-rate funds in AT&T’s 
21 state operating footprint, it has a big potential for impact. 
Schools, districts, and states are likely to become more 
savvy about jointly purchasing bandwidth access and using 
e-rate funds—district purchasing power over the last two 
years has already grown by 5 times, according to 
EducationSuperHighway.

Devices are proliferating both with and without o�cial help. 
Schools poured large budgets into buying devices—according 
to the 2015 EdNET Insight Survey, 46% of school districts cited 
an increase in hardware budgets (compared to 25% in 2013). 
Schools ultimately favored low-cost tablets and Chromebooks; 
in fact, Chromebooks accounted for more than 50% of all 
mobile devices purchased by US schools in Q3 of 2015. Students 
did their part, too, with almost 75% of teenagers reporting 
that they have or have access to a smartphone.

More than half of all K-12 students—including roughly 
proportionate shares in rural and low-income schools—have 
enough bandwidth at school to give them the means to do 
digital learning. Internet connectivity in schools is higher than 
it’s ever been, but there are still 21.3 million students who are

Through the ConnectED initiative, AT&T committed $100 million of free mobile broadband access for 

educational devices, mobile device management, network filtering and teacher professional development for 

three years to 50,000 students and teachers in Title 1 schools. Access to mobile broadband gives students and 

teachers access to interactive content, software that lets students learn at their own pace, and potential 

breakthroughs in teaching and learning.

https://about.att.com/csr/home-2015/possibilities/at-t-aspire/mobilizing-learning/connected.html
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THE KEY INFRASTRUCTURE PROGRAMS
by David A. DeSchryver & Deirdre Dlugoleski of Whiteboard Advisors

schools – but much work remains. According to CoSN’s annual Infrastructure Survey (2015), 

of devices, and the expectation that it will all work seamlessly. To help alleviate some of these 

concerns, our schools are tapping into the following resources:

•  E-Rate: In 2014, the FCC approved a modernized E-Rate program with a $1.5 billion annual 

funding increase and allowed schools to use the funds to focus on broadband, LAN, and Wi/

the Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC), which administers the program, to 

make its pricing transparent and thereby help districts negotiate rates.

•  ConnectED: In 2013, the Obama Administration launched the ConnectED initiative to 

provide needed technology professional development for teachers and leaders. In addition, 

it secured more than $2 billion in commitments from more than 20 private companies to 

upgrade school infrastructure and provide access to technology resources. 

•

improvements and states can get into the bond action as well. New York, for example, 

passed the Bonds for School Technology Act in 2014, which authorized the state comptroller 

not connected to the broadband required for digital learning, 
and lots of work to be done.

The story changes when kids head home. The Pew Research 
Center notes that one in six households with school-age 
children lack broadband connectivity at home—something 
that can make doing homework even more trying. To chip 
away at the homework gap on the other hand, “will take lots of 
creative solutions,” says Evan Marwell, Chief Executive O�cer 
of EducationSuperHighway. “It’s not as neat and tidy as 
connectivity in schools.”



Timeline
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Timeline
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Teachers 
TOOLS NOT TOYS

COURTNEY NIEMEYER 
First grade teacher at Eagle Cliffs 

School in Billings (MT)

“In our community, there 
has been a shift away from 

naysayers who say we 
don’t need technology. The 

community is shifting towards 
viewing devices as tools, not 

toys.”

The new communications infrastructure improvements have 
paved the way for teachers to focus on enabling digital 
learning as opposed to creating backup lesson plans in case of 
internet outages, troubleshooting network connectivity issues, 
and the like. In 2015, improved infrastructure allowed teachers 
to try tools and technology-enriched instructional strategies 
in ways they wouldn’t dare without reliable infrastructure. 
Being able to rely on stable wifi or working devices freed 
teachers up to integrate more technology into core instruction. 
“In our community, there has been a shift away from 
naysayers who say we don’t need technology. The community 
is shifting towards viewing devices as tools, not toys,” says 
Courtney Niemeyer, first grade teacher at Eagle Cli�s School. 
But there’s still room for improvement. At Nieyemer’s school, 
like at many others, there are still limitations on how many 
kids can be using certain apps at the same time.

HOMEWORK GAP

With connectivity in schools on an upward trajectory, 
connectivity at students’ homes has become a new frontier for 
schools and communities to conquer. Teachers sometimes 
have to make accommodations for students that don’t have 
access at home. In some instances, this means that teachers 
will simply not assign homework in classes where students are 
not allowed to take school devices home. And even when 
students are allowed to take devices home, there aren’t 
enough: according to the 2015 CoSN Annual E-Rate and 
Infrastructure Survey “40% of school systems report one 
device per two students and 28% report one device per 
student” at school.
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Map of K-12 School Connectivity (2015)

The percentage of school districts meeting the minimum 
100 kbps per student goal in each state

0-50% 50-75% 75-90% 90-100%

Source: EducationSuperHighway
http://stateofthestates.educationsuperhighway.org/
http://stateofthestates.educationsuperhighway.org/
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Administrators
BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE

The worst thing 
you can do is 
start promoting 
[digital learning] 
and then not 
have a signal.

“Fiber, bandwidth and infrastructure have become top priorities 
for administrators at all levels. According to 
EducationSuperHighway, demand for bandwidth in schools 
focused on digital learning is growing at a rate of 50% per year. 
To meet this demand, 9,500 schools will need to build new 
fiber connections (the fastest and most scalable broadband 
technology) in order to meet the long-term FCC connectivity 
goal of 1Mbps per student. “The worst thing you can do is start 
promoting [digital learning] and then not have a signal,” says 
Sam Brooks, Personal Learning Coordinator at Putnam County 
Schools. Administrators also need to ensure they have a 
strategy for devices—55% of respondents to the CoSN survey 
expect two or more devices per student in three years.

AFFORDABILITY

According to the 2015 CoSN Annual E-Rate and Infrastructure 
Survey, a�ordability remains the number one barrier to robust 
broadband access in schools, though major progress has been 
made over the last year. Almost half of school systems 
nationwide cite lack of competition as an issue, and the 
problem is further exacerbated in rural areas where there is 
sometimes only one internet service provider. Additionally, 
rural school districts pay more than double what urban and 
suburban school districts pay. But there are funds available to 
soften the blow—e-rate funds can be used for the large 
one-time costs of building out networks over the next few 
years. District administrators need to take advantage of the 
e-rate program, pursue joint purchasing agreements to 
negotiate contracts with internet providers more e�ectively, 
and do detailed cost budgeting (e-rate pays an average of 
70% of connectivity costs, meaning districts need to prioritize 
to pay the remainder of the costs).

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2015/11/progress_hurdles_school_connectivity_erate.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2015/11/progress_hurdles_school_connectivity_erate.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2015/11/progress_hurdles_school_connectivity_erate.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2015/11/progress_hurdles_school_connectivity_erate.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2015/11/progress_hurdles_school_connectivity_erate.html
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http://cdn.educationsuperhighway.org/assets/sos/full_report-c2e60c6937930e8ca5cdbf49d45d45c8.pdf
http://cdn.educationsuperhighway.org/assets/sos/full_report-c2e60c6937930e8ca5cdbf49d45d45c8.pdf
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http://cdn.educationsuperhighway.org/assets/sos/full_report-c2e60c6937930e8ca5cdbf49d45d45c8.pdf
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GRASSROOTS AND GUERRILLA

In the face of a hairy challenge like the homework gap, 

School district, the district is addressing the lack of internet 

school buses to partnering with local businesses that provide 

AL, “we piloted an e-rate program that provided us with 
funding to build a network, so it meant that when kids went 
home, they were still connected to our district. It was a game 
changer,” says Matt Akin, Superintendent of Piedmont City 
Schools. While innovative, these programs are still few and 
far between, and can be expensive to run. Accordingly to 
the CoSN 2015 infrastructure survey, 75% of school systems 

connectivity.
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Companies 
AN EXPANDING PIE

According to FutureSource, there were over 24 million mobile 
devices (defined here as tablets and mobile phones) in K-12 
schools in 2015, nearly 11 million of which were newly 
purchased in 2015. The explosion of Chromebooks has played 
a big part in device proliferation given their low price point. 
Increased connectivity and devices have created a universe of 
possibilities for companies. “There’s a qualitative change that 
happens in the [type of] products that you’re allowed to build 
when you have reliable versus occasional or spotty 
connectivity. I’m pretty excited about the types of apps that 
can be built in an environment that has constant 
connectivity,” says Luke Shepard, Chief Technology O�cer of 
eSpark Learning.

MOBILE CONSUMERS

Regardless of a school’s wifi capabilities, companies still have 
an opportunity to target teachers through their mobile devices. 
According to a 2015 Pew study, 68% of adults have 
smartphones. “Digital infrastructure is now in everybody’s 
pocket so you see very highly scalable apps popping up,” says 
Matt Hanson, Partner at GSV Asset Management. As districts 
continue to figure out connectivity issues, the ability to build 
powerful mobile first technology will help alleviate the 
connectivity gap. For Justin Chando, Chief Executive O�cer of 
Chalkup, leveraging mobile technology is key, “I know we have 
users without 24/7 broadband access who are accessing our 
platform via mobile devices. Until 24/7 internet access is real 
for every classroom, we all need to think about how we make it 
easy for those device users without wifi to stay as connected 
and engaged as those that have internet everywhere they go.”

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-11-google-chromebooks-make-up-nearly-half-of-all-us-k-12-device-sales
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-11-google-chromebooks-make-up-nearly-half-of-all-us-k-12-device-sales
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-11-google-chromebooks-make-up-nearly-half-of-all-us-k-12-device-sales
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-11-google-chromebooks-make-up-nearly-half-of-all-us-k-12-device-sales
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-11-google-chromebooks-make-up-nearly-half-of-all-us-k-12-device-sales

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/29/technology-device-ownership-2015/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/29/technology-device-ownership-2015/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/29/technology-device-ownership-2015/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/29/technology-device-ownership-2015/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/29/technology-device-ownership-2015/
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Purchase Plans for Personal Instructional 
Technology Devices (‘15-’16)

Over 50% of districts planned to purchase more than 100 Chromebooks this 
year, more than any other type of device

Source: EdNet Insight Survey and 2015, Market Data Retrieval
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Investors 
CONNECTED

The White House ConnectED initiative spurred an 
unprecedented amount of private sector support for 
infrastructure. Since 2014, private companies have committed 
more than $2B-worth of technology and support to expand 
internet connectivity and other technology in classrooms. “We 
want to insert technology [into schools] and use it to improve 
the learning process, not just be an additional gadget that is 
fun and nice to have,” says Charles Herget, Associate Vice 
President of Corporate Social Responsibility at AT&T. The 
question that remains is: will internet providers be interested 
in o�ering a�ordable or discounted internet services when the 
e-rate modernization order expires in 2020?

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS

To enter hard-to-reach markets like low income and rural 
communities, the public and private sector are creating 
products and programs to better fit the contexts of these 
students and families. The FCC has been a major driving force 
behind some key private sector involvement—for instance, the 
creation of the Comcast Internet Essentials Program, which 
o�ers lower cost home internet for low income families, was 
mandated by the FCC when Comcast acquired NBCUniversal in 
2011. Several other cable companies, like Cox and Suddenlink 
provide a similar service through Connect2Compete, a 
nonprofit whose mission is to eliminate the digital divide. 
Meanwhile, federal programs like ConnectHome (which 
includes corporate partners such as Google Fiber and Best Buy) 
and Lifeline (which has piloted a broadband adoption 
program) are also aimed at better connecting low income 
communities.

https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order
https://www.fcc.gov/general/summary-e-rate-modernization-order

https://tech.ed.gov/connected/
https://tech.ed.gov/connected/
https://tech.ed.gov/connected/
https://tech.ed.gov/connected/
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The smart use of technology is impacting education and giving 
educators the tools to scale student-centered school models; 
here’s our take on the buzzword bonanza.

How we teach, How we learn

Innovative Learning Models

Effective Use of  
Technology to 
Advance Student 
Learning

Students, Teachers and 

to enhance instruction and 

earning

Here’s a snapshot in time: bitter arguments around 
competing ways to organize schools. Proponents of educating 
the whole child pitted against those who believe in fact-
based education. Massive classes of students overseen by 
“monitors.” 

These debates about how children should be educated were 
rancorous and divisive and took place throughout the 19th 
and into the early 20th century. Fast-forward to the past 
few years and, again, we see a powerful brew of forces--
technological, economic and societal--reigniting debates 
about how we organize school. 

Source: Project Tomorrow Speak Up
http://images.email.blackboard.com/Web/BlackboardInc/%7B3a7a75c7-1802-4824-b419-7�739bcb8f8%7D_Bb_DigitalTrendReport_2015_Final.pdf?utm_source=eloqua&utm_medium=email&utm_content=K12_2015_Project%20Tomorrow%20Download%20Thank%20You_06252015&utm_campaign=
http://images.email.blackboard.com/Web/BlackboardInc/%7B3a7a75c7-1802-4824-b419-7�739bcb8f8%7D_Bb_DigitalTrendReport_2015_Final.pdf?utm_source=eloqua&utm_medium=email&utm_content=K12_2015_Project%20Tomorrow%20Download%20Thank%20You_06252015&utm_campaign=
http://images.email.blackboard.com/Web/BlackboardInc/%7B3a7a75c7-1802-4824-b419-7�739bcb8f8%7D_Bb_DigitalTrendReport_2015_Final.pdf?utm_source=eloqua&utm_medium=email&utm_content=K12_2015_Project%20Tomorrow%20Download%20Thank%20You_06252015&utm_campaign=
http://images.email.blackboard.com/Web/BlackboardInc/%7B3a7a75c7-1802-4824-b419-7�739bcb8f8%7D_Bb_DigitalTrendReport_2015_Final.pdf?utm_source=eloqua&utm_medium=email&utm_content=K12_2015_Project%20Tomorrow%20Download%20Thank%20You_06252015&utm_campaign=
http://images.email.blackboard.com/Web/BlackboardInc/%7B3a7a75c7-1802-4824-b419-7�739bcb8f8%7D_Bb_DigitalTrendReport_2015_Final.pdf?utm_source=eloqua&utm_medium=email&utm_content=K12_2015_Project%20Tomorrow%20Download%20Thank%20You_06252015&utm_campaign=
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DEFINING PERSONALIZED LEARNING

There are many potential ways to interpret the term personalized learning. To make it more 

Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation and iNACOL. 

•

continually assessed. A student advances and earns credit as soon as he/she demonstrates 

mastery. 

•  Flexible Learning Environments: Student needs drive the design of the learning 

allocation—respond and adapt to support students in achieving their goals. 

•  Personal Learning Paths: All students are held to clear, high expectations, but each student 

follows a customized path that responds and adapts based on his/her individual learning 

progress, motivations, and goals. 

•

needs, motivations, and goals.

•  Sources: Developed by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Afton Partners, the Eli and 

Edythe Broad Foundation, CEE Trust, the Christensen Institute for Disruptive Innovation, 

Charter School Growth Fund, EDUCAUSE, iNACOL, the Learning Accelerator, the Michael & 

Susan Dell Foundation, Silicon Schools, and educators
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This past year, the conversation around new models of 
learning continued to crescendo. We saw a growing number 
of educators talking about technology as something that 
freed them to holistically transform how they teach, not 
just gizmos to speed up (or slow down) what was already 
happening in schools. Educators experimented with new 
education models that have emerged over the last few years 
and unleashed a buzzword blizzard: blended, personalized 
and competency-based learning; hands-on, project-based 
learning; microschools; adaptive and student-driven 
learning. In many instances, the pedagogical ideas were not
new. What was di�erent, however, was that technology made 
it possible to put concepts into practice at scale. 

In each case, smart use of technology has been key to 
achieving the goals of their programs. 

SUPPORT FOR LEARNING INNOVATION
by AT&T

The Khan Lab School was founded to develop new, personalized practices that center around the student. The 

school is a full-year, full-day, mixed-age program with a collaborative, project-based learning approach. 

The school will research blended learning and education innovation and share what they learn with schools 

and networks around the world. AT&T through AT&T Aspire supports the development of the school’s new 

curricula and processes, as well as the testing, documenting, and dissemination of key learnings.
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Researchers are still trying to assess whether these changes
will make a di�erence in student achievement and learning. 
A late 2015 study sponsored by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation called early results “promising,” but conceded that 
there is “considerable” variation in how schools are trying to 
implement new models. 

But to be clear, there is a vast ocean of di�erence between 
a conversation evolving, and on-the-ground practices 
changing. Still, here’s what we can agree on: there’s a lot of 
experimentation and it’s generating a lot more attention from 
the general public than we’ve ever seen. 

More and more student-centered models are emerging. “I see 
more people talking about kids and less about movements. 
We are looking more at what kids are doing, how they make 
decisions, what student voice is” predicts Jennie Magiera,
Chief Technology O�cer of Des Plaines School District 62  
who also served on the Technical Working Group for the US 
Department of Education’s National Educational Technology 
Plan, “is going to be a year of bringing kids back into the 
conversation.” We’re excited to explore what’s next.

JENNIE MAGIERA

Jennie Magiera is the Chief 

Plaines School District 62 as well 
as a White House Champion for 

Change, Apple Distinguished 
Educator, Google for Education 

WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE? 
•

where students pursue their interests but still work through Common Core aligned 

curriculum.

•  Rooted School, a pilot program in New Orleans, leverages project-based learning 

high school. 

•

“ownership” of their work, and the school invests intentionally in developing teachers to work 

closely with students.

http://collegeready.gatesfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Gates-ContinuedProgress-Nov13.pdf
http://collegeready.gatesfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Gates-ContinuedProgress-Nov13.pdf
http://collegeready.gatesfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Gates-ContinuedProgress-Nov13.pdf
http://collegeready.gatesfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Gates-ContinuedProgress-Nov13.pdf
http://collegeready.gatesfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Gates-ContinuedProgress-Nov13.pdf
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Teachers 
WHAT I TALK ABOUT WHEN I TALK ABOUT DATA

It’s no secret; there is a lot of data generated from new 
learning approaches, and it can feel incredibly overwhelming 
even for the most experienced educators. As more schools try 
innovative pedagogical approaches, teachers are confronting 
some of the data challenges associated with these new 
models: organizing, interpreting and operationalizing 
the data. This is further exacerbated when most products 
don’t “talk” to each other--taking data from one tool and 
combining it with data from another to get a holistic picture 
of a student’s learning experience is not an easy process. 
Even so, once data is collected and aggregated, the challenge 
is to interpret what it means and then act on it. According to 
the 2015 report ‘Continued Progress: Promising Evidence on 
Personalized Learning’, “61% of teachers agreed or strongly 
agreed that while they had plenty of data, they needed help 
translating those data into instructional steps.”

SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING

 In response to the changing job and global context, educators 
are increasingly focused on teaching core life skills, such as 
persistence, integrity, collaboration and growth mindset - 
which nurture a whole person, not just the academic side. 

broader range of indicators, including a non-academic 
set of measurements,” says Arielle Rittvo Kinder, Partner 
at NewSchools Venture Fund. In fact, “social-emotional 
measures are becoming more widespread and are even 
starting to be used in actual accountability measures,” says
Lynzi Ziegenhagen, Chief Executive O�cer of Schoolzilla,  
referencing the CORE network of California districts who 
have developed a School Quality Index.  For Daniel Guerrero, 
Instructional Coach at BetterLesson and former elementary 
school teacher, social emotional learning was so critical that 
“the values of Drive, Grit, and Professionalism replaced the 
class rules.”

LYNZI ZIEGENHAGEN 

Lynzi Ziegenhagen is the 
founder and Chief Executive 

data platform that provides 
customizable dashboards, 

which enable educators and 
leaders to save time, gain 

critical insights, and improve 
student outcomes through 

data-driven decisions.

https://coredistricts.org/
https://coredistricts.org/
https://coredistricts.org/
https://coredistricts.org/
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Administrators
VISION AND LEADERSHIP

 No matter the school model, the role of the administrator 
is critical.  As administrators develop new models, they are 
not only asked to be strong operational and instructional 
leaders, but also visionaries, with a clear mission, plan and 
change management strategies. “You have to have a really 
clear vision to build buy-in. A lot of people are jumping 
straight to professional development that doesn’t really tie 
back to the larger mission and vision,” says Shawn Rubin, 
Director of Blended Learning at the Highlander Institute. 
“And the teachers that aren’t early adopters are struggling to 

particularly salient warning. The district ambitiously planned 
a 1:1 iPad roll-out paired with curriculum by Pearson that 
broke down on a large and public scale. The reason? Experts 
point to a lack of forethought into why technology was 

INNOVATION STATION

 Administrators must also learn to lead a culture of iteration, 
experimentation and constant change. For instance, Des 
Plaines District 62 has implemented “innovation advocates” 
who advocate for more than just the use of technology, but for 
that use to transform the teaching and learning experience. 
Meanwhile, at Khan Lab Schools, educators pivot their 
approaches every six to eight week term. And at Summit 
Public Schools, teachers meet in weekly “Innovation Cycles.” 
“I’ll talk to superintendents who say ‘show me a model that’s 
working and I will just do that’ and that just doesn’t work,” 
says Jaime Casap, Chief Education Evangelist at Google. “The 
thing we need more than anything else is a culture shift into 
iteration and innovation.” 

SHAWN RUBIN

Highlander Institute 

Shawn is Director of Blended 
Learning at the Highlander 

Institute, where he manages 
the Institute’s personalized and 
blended learning initiatives and 

leads the FUSE RI fellowship. 
The Highlander Institute is 

Island working on research and 
dissemination of methods to 

improve education. 
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Companies 
PRODUCT PROOF POINTS

To build new models for learning, schools use a variety of 
edtech products to support everything from improving 
reading comprehension to helping students develop a “growth 
mindset”. As schools increasingly rely on these tools to 
support teaching and learning, questions about how products 

Customers are starting to set up evaluation of products 
in schools, which means companies may have to meet a 
higher burden of proof about the impact of their products on 
learning. “Previously, we weren’t able to determine product 

students and couldn’t conduct robust A/B testing. Now we’re 
getting to a place in edtech where we can set up systems to 
rapidly make decisions about products,” says Elena Sanina, 
Senior Manager of Blended Learning at Aspire Public Schools. 
So companies are taking it on themselves to demonstrate their 

an initiative dedicated to measuring how the tools they create 
impact student learning--since 2012, the company has 

TOOLS AND SCHOOLS TOGETHER

2015 saw an increase in interest in platforms built around 

Platform (which was started in 2014 at Brooklyn Lab School),  
Summit Public School’s Personalized Learning Platform 
(supported through a partnership with Facebook), and Science 
Leadership Academy’s Slate (which is open source, meaning 
that it can be freely used, changed, and shared). These 

be used by teachers, students and parents. This gives schools a 

schools)--these tools create a platform which other schools 
can use to replicate an approach to teaching and learning.

ELENA SANINA
Senior Manager of Blended Learning 

Elena Sanina is Senior Manager 
of Blended Learning at Aspire 

Public Schools, where she 
supports principals and 

teachers as they transition to 
blended learning.
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Investors 
SCALE PLAY

 Investors aren’t just focusing on products. There has been 

expanding beyond small scale settings and pilots to establish 
national proof points and examples of scalable models. Some 
key funders include: Next Generation Learning Challenges, 
which launched a $25M fund in 2014 to support innovation in 
K12 systems; Charter School Growth Fund and NewSchools 
Venture Fund, each of which has contributed over $150M 
since 2006 and 1999 respectively to charter schools around 
the country; and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation which 
supports school innovation through a variety of initiatives, 
including the Department of Education’s Investment in 
Innovation (i3) fund. Many of these investments are currently 
focused on large-scale implementations of school models 
and are aimed at trying to answer some tough questions: 
What policy changes are necessary to sustain next generation 
learning? How should a school district be designed to 
optimally support next generation learning? 

FLEXIBILITY

are challenged to be more attuned to their customers’ school 
models. Schools are not just looking for the best technology, 

that his company aims to be useful for both traditional 
and progressive teaching models. Companies that are able 
to operate in multiple contexts are setting themselves 
up for success. Nick Franco, Vice President at GSV Asset 
Management agrees: “Despite the immediate potential 
of new technologies to transform the way we teach and 
learn, the role of institutions and educators will not change 
overnight. Companies need to be cognizant of that and evolve 
with it.”
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Big districts are adopting computer science and the President 
himself is writing code. Is the next generation of K-12 core 
curriculum ready for a new subject?

Computer Science for All

Computer Science in Schools

Computer Science and High School 
Graduation Requirements (2016)
Computer Science now counts towards graduation requirements 
in 28 states (+DC), up from just 12 in 2013

president to write a line of computer code. He typed out the 
Javascript during the second annual “Hour of Code,” at the 
beginning of CSEdWeek, as 60,000,000 students from around 
the nation were jamming away, too. (Students participated 
through virtual tutorials that include both lessons and 
activities, with themes like Disney’s Frozen and Minecraft. 
Obama earned the title, Coder-in-Chief, by directing Elsa 
from Frozen to move forward 100 pixels.) 

Doesn't count toward graduationCounts toward graduation

Source: Code.org
https://advocacy.code.org
https://advocacy.code.org
https://advocacy.code.org
https://advocacy.code.org
https://advocacy.code.org
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The president’s moment underscored a big shift in thinking 

as essentially to a public education—laid out originally by the 
“Committee of 10” in 1892—US educators are rolling ahead 
with plans to add “computer science” to the menu of subjects 
students should study. Not coding, but computer science (CS), 
a distinction that is subtle but crucial.

Coding is about writing the program or instructions that a 
computer needs to carry out a task. Coding is a highly visible 
part of the computer science discussion. In the past two years 
“bootcamps,” designed to deliver crash courses--mostly 
to adults--in the coding languages of the moment (e.g. 
Javascript, Ruby, etc.) have gained popularity. Graduates of 
these programs grew from about 2,000 in 2013 to 16,000 in 
2015. In addition to the success of the Hour of Code, many 
programs like Scratch, Tynker, and CodeMonkey have been 
created to making coding and programming languages 
accessible to even young children. 

Yet, coding is only a component of computer science. More 
generally, computer science is about “learning how to use the 
power of computers to solve big problems,” notes advocacy 
group, Code.org. Teach a kid computer science, goes the 
argument, and he—or she—will be more truly tech savvy and 
likely to be able to pick up the relevant coding language. 

Only about 40,000 students graduate annually with a 
bachelor’s degree in computer science—even though there 

Bootcamp Graduates 
(2013 and 2015)

In the past two years, the number 

of bootcamp graduates increased 

by 700%

Source: Course Report
https://www.coursereport.com/resources/course-report-2015-bootcamp-market-size-study
https://www.coursereport.com/resources/course-report-2015-bootcamp-market-size-study
https://www.coursereport.com/resources/course-report-2015-bootcamp-market-size-study
https://www.coursereport.com/resources/course-report-2015-bootcamp-market-size-study
https://www.coursereport.com/resources/course-report-2015-bootcamp-market-size-study
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release. More jobs are on the way, too: BLS reckons that 
“computer and information technology” jobs will increase by 
12 percent between 2014 to 2024, faster than the average for
all occupations (here is the list of jobs in the computing field, 
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics). 

Even before college, a whopping diversity imbalance persists: 
women represent only 15 percent of AP Computer Science 
test-takers while 8 percent are African American or Hispanic 
students, notes the College Board. 

School districts, states, and private companies are cranking 
up support for computer science in the curriculum. In 
2013, the Chicago Public School District led the nation by 

school districts have followed suit. States are even starting 
to get in on the action. In February 2015, Arkansas required 

September. Now, nearly 4,000 high school students are 
enrolled in computer science classes, a 260% increase from 

expand computer science education to all SFUSD students 

pilot at 12 middle schools. On September 16, New York City 
Mayor Bill de Blasio joined in, pledging to provide CS to all 
New York City public school students by 2025, reaching about 
12,000 of 1.5 million students in 2015.

Despite the frenzy of interest, building a coherent computer 
science curriculum--and truly incorporating it--is still a 
work in progress. In 2015, the number of states that allow 
CS to count towards high school graduation requirements 
increased to 28 (plus DC) from 12 in 2013. 

Code.org, a major player in spreading coding-fever to schools, 
has spent $26.3M to build a library of CS teaching resources 
used in over 250,000 classrooms, 100 school districts and 17 
states. In conjunction with increased federal support, Code.
org has also assembled a group of experts including university 
professors, district and state administrators and computer 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/computer-and-information-technology/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/computer-and-information-technology/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/computer-and-information-technology/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/computer-and-information-technology/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/computer-and-information-technology/home.htm



30

BRIDGING THE SKILLS GAP
by AT&T

The tech industry needs a capable and diverse pipeline of employees to fuel 21st century jobs, but the need is 

currently outpacing supply. At AT&T, almost three quarters (72%) of recent student hires – including interns – 

begin their career in a technology centric area, including IT, Labs, Network Engineering/Ops, and Technology 

Sales.  To help bridge the skills gap and build a diverse talent pipeline for the jobs of today and the future, AT&T 

collaborated with Udacity to launch Nanodegree credentials and a related scholarship program, and supports 

organizations – like All Star Code, Black Girls Code, General Assembly’s Opportunity Fund and Girls Who Code 

science teachers to create a framework to standardize the 
concepts and practices to be introduced to students at each 
grade level. The framework should help states and districts 
implement consistently high-quality CS programs and is 
scheduled to be released in June 2016.  

on the progress of 2015. On January 30, Obama unveiled 
his Computer Science for All Initiative, pledging $4 billion 
to states and $100 million to districts to expand computer 
science initiatives like training teachers and building regional 
partnerships. 

With increased federal involvement, more states will likely 
adopt large scale computer science initiatives. States like 
Florida and Washington are already debating bills that would 
allow students to count computer programming courses 
towards the foreign language graduation requirements.

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-01-30-obama-announces-computer-science-for-all-initiative
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-01-30-obama-announces-computer-science-for-all-initiative
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-01-30-obama-announces-computer-science-for-all-initiative
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-01-30-obama-announces-computer-science-for-all-initiative
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THE COMPUTER SCIENCE POLICY MENU
by Anna Kimsey Edwards & David A. DeSchryver of Whiteboard Advisors

What does it mean to expand access to computer science? It’s not straightforward. When Code.org 

lamented the lack of funding for computer science, despite its value in tomorrow’s economy.

of its schools if it chose to. The highlights of that menu include:

•

2015, Arkansas, Georgia, Massachusetts, and Washington committed about $9 million for CS 

professional development.

•

courses, states are developing (or evaluating development of) state education standards 

for CS. The list includes large (e.g. Texas) and small states (e.g. Iowa) alike. Additionally, 

California is incorporating computational thinking into their curriculum framework for 

science.

•

•

These K12 policy options bring clarity to what was muddled matter just three years ago. Recently, 

Governors Inslee (D-WA) and Hutchinson (R-AR) launched a new partnership to call on their fellow 

governors to commit to these policy goals.  We can expect to see a more Governors joining soon.
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Teachers
FIGURING IT OUT AS THEY GO

teaching computer science, compared to other core subjects 
like English and math, so many are creating and implementing 
curriculum with a variety of partners and training resources. 

AP computer science; of those nine states, only two plus the 

course. Yet, according to a 2014 national Gallup poll, 75% of 
teachers think that CS is at least as important as the current 
required courses like math and English. In uncharted territory, 
teachers have found a variety of creative resources and 
partnerships for adding computer science to the school day. 

CO-CREATORS

org or local universities, to access training and resources. For 

Computer Science Manager and a CS teacher, uses curriculum 
provided by Code.org and shares her customized lesson 
materials with teachers across the district via a website she 

Photo Credit: Code.org 
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MAKING IT ABOUT MAKERS

 As computer science becomes more and more popular, many 
teachers are leveraging the maker movement as an entry 
point for their classes to experiment with computer science. 
Rex Beaber, High School School Computer Science Teacher 
and Middle School Makerspace Manager at the Milken School 
in LA focuses on teaching languages such as Python and Ruby 

with computers as well as design elements like 3d printers 
and laser cutters. According to Beaber, “a makerspace 
environment is a great way for students to prototype ideas 
and tools in a student-driven lab environment. It’s not 

computational thinking.”
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Administrators
TEACHER TRAINING

Finding and training teachers is always a top priority for 
administrators, who also struggle with the lack of formal 

partnerships and creating their own methods for training 
teachers in computer science to create consistency across 
schools and programs. For New York City Public Schools, that 
means training 5,000 current district teachers with expertise in 
other subjects, to be able to teach computer science so that it can 

York City Foundation for Computer Science Education (CSNYC), 
an $80 million initiative to support computer programing in 
New York City schools, is providing its own 100-hour stackable 
training modules that existing teachers can take to learn basics 
of computer science. While training an AP teacher would require 
several semesters of university level sequences of classes, 
CSNYC has been running this 100-hour program for three years 
and already has several teachers with 300 hours of training. 

ENSURING ACCESS

make sure that all students have access to computer science, 
which means tackling a decades-old lack of diversity in computer 
science that has persisted in K-12, college and professional 
settings. In 2013, over 80% of students taking the AP Computer 
Science Exam were male, and of those over two thirds were 
White or Asian. Administrators are tasked with ensuring that all 

initiatives. Bryan Twarek, Computer Science Coordinator of 
SFUSD, explains, some of the lesser-known hurdles: “Students 
don’t have space in their schedules to take another subject. 
Especially in ensuring equitable access, ELL students or students 
with special needs often already have an additional class in their 
schedules, so how do you create time for everyone to take a 
computer science class? Rolling out CS at a district level is bigger 
than developing curricula and training teachers, it is also about 
redesigning our basic school day and year.”

BRYAN TWAREK
Computer Science Coordinator of 

“Rolling out CS at a district 
level is bigger than developing 
curricula and training teachers, 
it is also about redesigning our 

basic school day and year.”

Students don’t 
have space in 
their schedules 
to take another 
subject.

“
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Companies 
HYBRID APPROACH FOR A FRAGMENTED MARKET

The recent surge in K-12 computer science programs has 
created a complicated market for computer science products, 
especially products geared towards young learners. Schools 

science in early grades; to scale, computer science products 
must work in a range of classrooms, despite varying levels of 
teacher training and district support. Jonathan Schor, Co-
Founder and CEO of CodeMonkey, an online coding game 
geared toward elementary and middle school students, has 
developed a two-pronged business strategy. The tool can 
be a stand-alone tool for students to use for a self-directed 
experience, while also working as a teacher-guided tool in a 
classroom. In terms of sales, CodeMonkey works directly with 
teachers while also cultivating partnerships with established 
digital content providers.

HYBRID PARTNERSHIPS TOO

 In addition to direct partnerships with schools, companies 

create CS resources for students and teachers. As a leader 
in curriculum creation as well, Code.org has partnered with 
companies like Tynker, an online platform that teaches 
children to program by letting them build their own games, 
and CodeHS, an online platform for high shcool level CS 
classes. The National Science Foundation (NSF) has partnered 
with UC Berkeley, Education Development Center (EDC), 
NYCDOE and CSNYC to create curriculum resources for 100 
New York City High Schools. Cartoon Network has also joined 
forces with Scratch, a project from the MIT Media Lab, to 
create coding tutorials for students ages six through eleven, 
that use popular TV characters.

JONATHAN SCHOR
Co-Founder and CEO of CodeMonkey

“To achieve scale in the 
fractured curriculum product 
market in the US, CodeMon-

key is cultivating partnerships 
with Chicago Public Schools, 
SFUSD and in the early stages 

of working with CSNYC.”
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SHOW ME THE WAY

EdTech organizations focused on Computer Science are in 
uncharted territory. There has never been a full K-12 
sequential Computer Science curriculum, let alone the 
products to support one. Companies are addressing this in 
several ways. Ensuring e�ective teacher implementation is key 
for the success of a product, so companies are focusing on 
creative partnerships to train teachers in using products. For 
instance, both Bootstrap and CodeMonkey have partnered with 
CSNYC to provide professional development for teachers using 
the product. As teacher reviews drive business, it is crucial for 
companies to invest in implementation training for teachers.
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Funders
PILOT PARTNERSHIPS

Since computer science education is so closely tied to 
technology jobs, many corporate funders have become directly 
involved in strategic partnerships with schools and districts. In 
2015, Microsoft has expanded its TEALS afterschool program 
to over 700 schools; Code.org is has expanded to 100 district 
partnerships, including some of the largest districts like New 
York City, Los Angeles, Miami-Dade and Houston. Many other 
companies have also gotten in on the action, including 
Salesforce, which has invested $6 million and 10,000 volunteer 
hours in pilot programs within San Francisco schools in the 
2015-16 school year. Zynga.org has also partnered with SFUSD 
to host Game Design Workshops for students.

WILL IT SCALE?

Even with the e�orts to create curriculum materials, funders 
recognize the need for better professional development for CS 
teachers before any big investments in tools payo�. Vandana 
Sikka, Chairperson of Infosys Foundation USA believes that 
one of the biggest challenges is determining the right model 
for professional development for teachers of computer science. 
It will always be a challenge for school districts to attract top 
CS talent to become educators. On the other hand, the other 
option of retraining current teachers to teach CS can be 
expensive, time-intensive and di�cult to scale.
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frustrated from teachers to students; change is on the way.

Testing the Tests

K-12 STUDENT ASSESSMENTS

American Parents Opinions on Standardized Testing

Gallup shows that 2/3 of American parents believe there is too much emphasis on standardized 

testing in this country; public school parents feel stronger than private and other schools

Source: Phi Delta Kappan, Gallup Poll September 2015

In 2015, the world of K-12 assessments witnessed a seismic shift that has huge implications for 
everyone from test-makers to test-takers. Thanks to grassroots opposition and a reversal of federal 
policy, the big tests are in trouble. Instead, the industry is looking toward smaller, ongoing 
assessments, and the development of alternative measures of achievement is accelerating.

Top universities are calling for revisions to admissions policies based partly on applicants’ 
demonstrated commitment and compassion, while K-12 schools are looking at project-based, 
portfolio-style and behavioral measures of achievement. A small but vocal number of parents are 
getting fed up: in 2014-2015 at least 625,000 students in 13 states—less than 1.5 percent of K-12 
students—“opted out” of statewide summative tests, according to the anti-test group FairTest.

Nearly two-thirds of students in a 2015 Gallup poll say there is too much emphasis on testing. In 
December, President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act, which grants states new 
flexibility in weighing test results, easing the testing burden imposed by No Child Left Behind. ESSA 
requires 34 states without opt-out provisions to establish such policies and o�ers grants for 
innovative approaches.

http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/uploads/Lorenzo_Opt-Outs-by-State.pdf
http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/uploads/Lorenzo_Opt-Outs-by-State.pdf
http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/uploads/Lorenzo_Opt-Outs-by-State.pdf
http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/uploads/Lorenzo_Opt-Outs-by-State.pdf
http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/uploads/Lorenzo_Opt-Outs-by-State.pdf

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-08-24-gallup-poll-standardized-testing-fails-public-opinion
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-08-24-gallup-poll-standardized-testing-fails-public-opinion
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-08-24-gallup-poll-standardized-testing-fails-public-opinion
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-08-24-gallup-poll-standardized-testing-fails-public-opinion
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-08-24-gallup-poll-standardized-testing-fails-public-opinion

http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
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BIG CHANGES FOR ASSESSMENTS
Byline: Ben Wallerstein & David A. DeSchryver

last decade, to design their state assessment program. This will likely have big implications for 

assessments with repercussions that should ripple across technology purchasing and priorities as 

states and districts reimagine the role of summative and formative instruments and programs.

summative assessments. Many states and districts kept “two sets of books,” implementing 

formative assessments as decision support tools, in parallel with the large-scale assessments 

administered through a single summative assessment (as currently done), or through multiple 

statewide interim assessments during the academic year that result in a single summative 

assessment score. ESSA also allows districts to administer a locally selected tests instead of 

the state designed academic assessment. Under the new law, the Secretary of Education is also 

authorized to allow up to seven participating states to participate in a three-year assessment 

and accountability demonstration pilot. The assessments used in the pilot could be competency-

based, instructionally embedded, or performance-based that combine into an annual summative 

presumably better) ways to assess student learning, but they will also free up funds for states and 

districts to invest in new models. This will begin at the state level, but it will also impact districts, 

which in time, may no longer have to commit their resources to a formative program that works 

allow them to allocate resources for other matters. 

These changes will not happen immediately. It will take years for states and districts to explore 

their options and stress-test the new models, but the shift is well on its way.

Traditional tests are for the most part straightforward question-and-answer exams with right and 
wrong answers. But next-generation assessments will track reasoning, be embedded in coursework 
and require the collection, storage and meta-analysis from a host of di�erent data sources. Edtech 
assessment platforms and tools (and the data they produce) can enable the assessment evolution. 
Teachers are already using painless assessment tools like quizzes, polls and gamified exercises like 
those provided by Quizlet, Kahoot.it and Socrative. Companies such as Kickboard, LiveSchool and 
Three Ring record, track and measure behavior, with the aim of improving student performance. 
The Los Angeles Archdiocese is using Renaissance Learning’s adaptive STAR assessments to track 
student learning and reduce testing time, with each test taking only about 20 minutes on average.

https://quizlet.com
https://quizlet.com
https://quizlet.com
https://quizlet.com
https://quizlet.com

https://kahoot.it/#/
https://kahoot.it/#/
https://kahoot.it/#/
https://kahoot.it/#/

http://www.socrative.com/
http://www.socrative.com/
http://www.socrative.com/
http://www.socrative.com/

http://whyliveschool.com/
http://whyliveschool.com/
http://whyliveschool.com/
http://whyliveschool.com/
http://whyliveschool.com/

https://threering.com/
https://threering.com/
https://threering.com/

https://www.kickboardforschools.com/
https://www.kickboardforschools.com/
https://www.kickboardforschools.com/
https://www.kickboardforschools.com/
https://www.kickboardforschools.com/

http://www.renaissance.com/
http://www.renaissance.com/
http://www.renaissance.com/
http://www.renaissance.com/
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Estimated # of Students Refusing to take Standardized Test (2015)

Nearly 650,000 public school students in the US opted out of standardized testing in 2015 

according to FairTest

200k+100k-200k10k-99k<10kNoData

Over the next two years, states will likely field fewer and shorter summative assessments as 
administrators look for tests to trim. While the new Common Core-geared assessments 
provoked an anti-big testing backlash over the past three years, those standards have pushed 
states to upgrade their digital infrastructure and so are paving the way for next-gen digital 
testing products.

Teachers welcome alternatives to testing with a big “T”, and are steadily expanding how they 
use edtech assessment tools in the classroom. Assessments embedded in learning programs are 
becoming less obtrusive and more comprehensive but companies will have to tread carefully to 
avoid raising privacy and security concerns. The advantage will go to companies that have built 
robust privacy into their products from the start.

ESSA and the popular revolt against big testing will boost startups developing software to 
measure social, emotional and cultural assessment tools. Companies focused on project-based, 
portfolio-style assessments may also benefit, as the number of science academies and other 
learn-by-doing schools grow. Some of these schools are also looking at innovative ways to 
prepare their students for the big summative exams. The trend to more types of tests producing 
a variety of data will drive new spending on interoperability.

Source: FairTest
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
http://www.fairtest.org/more-500000-refused-tests-2015
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Teachers 
BIG TEST. BIG PAIN

Teachers feel the pain that students go through as they try 
to tackle big summative assessments, but often feel helpless 
to make things better. Things got so bad, that in the fall 2015 
Seattle teachers went on strike opposing excessive testing 
linked to Common Core assessments. Cheryl Steighner, 
a teacher-blogger at Camelot Elementary in Federal Way, 
Washington says the big tests are stressful for her students 
and do little to help improve instruction. Some of her 
students broke down in tears or stared blankly at their 
computer screens during Common Core-linked SBAC tests 
last spring, she says. “One kid wrote, “I’m so stupid all over 
his [scratch] paper, because he didn’t understand what the 
test was asking him,” she says. As the assessment world 
evolves, teachers are hopeful that new forms of assessment 
support student growth and their instruction. Steighner 
said she’d prefer other ways of measuring progress, such as 
assembling a package of their work during the year. “I think it 
would be easier to have a portfolio that would show what our 
amazing students can do rather than highlighting what they 
can’t do,” she says.

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

As teachers introduce students to more and more digital assessment, new challenges have arisen 
that can widen the gap between those with access and without access to technology at home. New 
exams often require students to use typing, highlighting and drag and drop skills in order to 
respond to questions. These are discrete skills that students are not explicitly taught. This is 
particularly challenging in the younger grades, where students might not be as exposed to 
computer literacy. Doug Robertson, who teaches fifth grade at Powell Valley Elementary School in 
Gresham, Oregon says, “The whole myth of the digital native drives me insane,” because it 
wrongly assumes that all students are ready to use computers by the time they reach school. “I’ve 
had lots and lots of parents hold up their cellphones and tell me this is our gateway to the 
internet, because we can’t a�ord an internet connection,” he says. As a result, elementary school 
teachers are investing time and resources into preparing kids for their tests. “My kids get a lot of 
keyboard time,” says Robertson, by using software on kidblog.org.
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Administrators
SUPPORT SYSTEM(S)

As states began to adopt digital Common Core 
assessments—45 states at the peak— the need for building 
infrastructure and managing devices has become critical 
for administrators. Common Core-related testing programs 
pushed school systems to upgrade their IT gear, laying the 
groundwork for new digital testing products. In fact, 
$2 billions of E-rate funding is specifically available for 
wireless networks and the Center for Digital Education has 
described the “Wireless Network” as priority #1 in 
supporting Online Assessment. Further, SETDA, the State 
Educational Directors Technology Association, has laid out 
the “Guide to Technology Requirements” for supporting 
assessments. The addition of tablet- and computer-based 
tests has “put a very strong light on” the need to upgrade and 
expand IT hardware in New Jersey’s school districts, says 
Adam Fried, Superintendent of Schools in Hawthorne, N.J. “I 
think that in a positive way, it helps create more robust 
infrastructure.”

COMPLEXITY

A key e�ect of the new assessment infrastructure is also 
complexity during testing time. Many administrators have the 
added stress of trying to coordinate testing schedules around 
their supply of computers. When there aren’t 1:1 computing 
environments this meant that administrators are managing 
the testing process for as long as a month or more in many 
cases. Stephen Williams, former college counselor at Eagle 
Rock High School in Los Angeles mentions, “We didn’t have 
enough computers for all of the kids so we needed to do all 
kinds of adaptations of pushing kids through computer labs 
and out, and having something for them to do when they were 
not testing,” he says. “So it wasn’t an optimal situation by 
any means.”

https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship
https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship
https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship
https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship
https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-11/fcc-approves-2-billion-boost-for-wireless-internet-in-schools
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-11/fcc-approves-2-billion-boost-for-wireless-internet-in-schools
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-11/fcc-approves-2-billion-boost-for-wireless-internet-in-schools
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-11/fcc-approves-2-billion-boost-for-wireless-internet-in-schools
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-11/fcc-approves-2-billion-boost-for-wireless-internet-in-schools

http://www.slideshare.net/CiscoPublicSector/preparing-k-12-education-infrastructure-for-online-assessments
http://www.slideshare.net/CiscoPublicSector/preparing-k-12-education-infrastructure-for-online-assessments
http://www.slideshare.net/CiscoPublicSector/preparing-k-12-education-infrastructure-for-online-assessments
http://www.slideshare.net/CiscoPublicSector/preparing-k-12-education-infrastructure-for-online-assessments
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https://www.setda.org/outreach/press-releases/press-release-2014/setda-launches-the-guide-to-technology-requirements-interactive-website-to-help-school-districts-implement-online-tests-and-plan-for-digital-learning/
https://www.setda.org/outreach/press-releases/press-release-2014/setda-launches-the-guide-to-technology-requirements-interactive-website-to-help-school-districts-implement-online-tests-and-plan-for-digital-learning/
https://www.setda.org/outreach/press-releases/press-release-2014/setda-launches-the-guide-to-technology-requirements-interactive-website-to-help-school-districts-implement-online-tests-and-plan-for-digital-learning/
https://www.setda.org/outreach/press-releases/press-release-2014/setda-launches-the-guide-to-technology-requirements-interactive-website-to-help-school-districts-implement-online-tests-and-plan-for-digital-learning/
https://www.setda.org/outreach/press-releases/press-release-2014/setda-launches-the-guide-to-technology-requirements-interactive-website-to-help-school-districts-implement-online-tests-and-plan-for-digital-learning/
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Companies 
LIQUEFACTION

As states adopted and then dropped out of the testing 
consortiums (only 22 of the original PARCC and SBAC states 
are left) organized around the Common Core, major companies 
providing tests felt the pinch. In July 2015, Pearson LLC, the 
primary nationwide vendor for the PARCC test lost $32 million 
when New York State canceled its contract. The move followed 
Pearson’s earlier loss of other multi-million dollar testing 
contracts in Texas and Florida. Meanwhile Missouri cut 
funding for SBAC. Massachusetts, a leader of the Common Core 
movement, announced it planned to drop PARCC. McGraw Hill 
Education/CTB announced in July it was selling o� its 
high-stakes, statewide testing assets to concentrate on 
developing classroom tools. “There’s going to be a lot of 
liquefaction in the assessment markets,” says Cory Reid, CEO 
of Mastery Connect.

DO IT YOURSELF (DIY) ASSESSMENT

ESSA and the opt-out movement have contributed to a push 
for more customized assessments. This is having a profound 
e�ect on companies that are creating more flexible 
assessments around more than just academic performance. 
Non-traditional assessment companies are poised to benefit, 
such as Kickboard, which helps teachers collect data on 
student behavior as well as school climate and culture. “We 
expect to see pretty aggressive growth,” in the near term as a 
result of these trends, says Jen Medbery, founder and CEO of 
Kickboard. Adam Rosenzweig, Alliance Manager for 
Schoolzilla, says under ESSA, di�erent school systems will 
emphasize di�erent goals and values, requiring vendors “to be 
flexible enough to accommodate idiosyncrasies and nuances 
between school systems.” As tests diversify, so will the need to 
digest data from di�erent assessment tools, which is the next 
testing hill for companies to climb.

https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship
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https://coalitiontoprotectourpublicschools.org/latest-news/states-leave-common-core-sbac-and-parcc-tests-like-rats-deserting-a-sinking-ship

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-06-30-mcgraw-hill-quits-summative-testing--04e8cec3-87b2-4410-8d39-168279eb2539



COMPANIESADMINSTEACHERS INVESTORS

Stakeholders

46

Investors
BEYOND ACADEMIC BEYOND SUMMATIVE

It’s no surprise that companies like Kickboard ($6.8M in equity 
funding) and Panorama ($12M series A round in 2015) continue 
to receive backing by investors. With all the change around 
assessments happening on a federal and state level, one thing 
is certain: successful assessment startups must look beyond 
the fold. Formative assessments are garnering the airwaves 
over summative; social and emotional survey tools are being 
emphasized over strictly academic assessment. This has 
huge implications for investors and the assessment products 
they support. Will their portfolio companies get acquired 
by traditional assessment providers who are looking to stay 
competitive? Are their future investees proactive in addressing 
the assessment change? Collecting and analyzing students’ 
classroom behavior and school environment appears to be 
getting a boost. “They can’t really learn if they’re not in the 
right environment,” says teacher-turned edtech entrepreneur 
and investor Frank Bonsal III. He adds, “The evidentiary, 
authentic approach to learning is the only way to assess true 
learning.” Among the companies trying to crack this code, 
he said, are LiveSchool, Kickboard and Three Ring, which 
allows teachers and students take snapshots, video or audio 
of student presentations of student work and discussions, and 
share them securely with parents and students. 

They can’t 
really learn 
if they’re not 
in the right 
environment 
[...] The 
evidentiary, 
authentic 
approach to 
learning is 
the only way 
to assess true 
learning.

“https://www.crunchbase.com/funding-round/2a04d43fdae2e735dca00dcb0cf7efe1
https://www.crunchbase.com/funding-round/2a04d43fdae2e735dca00dcb0cf7efe1
https://www.crunchbase.com/funding-round/2a04d43fdae2e735dca00dcb0cf7efe1
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Student data privacy is top of mind for everyone, from companies to parents. 
2015 proved to be the biggest legislative year yet for this hot topic.

From Mining to Minding Student Data

Student Data Privacy

The term “big data” exploded into our world around 2011. The 
idea is that by scrutinizing the vast amounts of data about 
our behavior we create by interacting with technology, we 
can learn about our habits and maybe even improve our lives. 
In education, big data seemed to hold a few promises: help 
teachers better understand which concepts made students 
stumble, help edtech companies develop more useful and 
relevant products, and help students learn faster and better.

In 2015, however, educators, parents, legislators, and 
companies began moving from mining student data for 
insights to minding who could see and use student data and 
for what purpose. 

Here’s why. 

Education advocates spotted the power of data early: In 2011, 
the Gates Foundation, Carnegie Corporation and others 
began what became a $100 million project called InBloom 
that promised to deliver to school districts a powerful data 
warehouse for collecting and analyzing student data. When 

Student Data Privacy 
Legislation (‘14-’15)

Greater attention has been placed on 

student data privacy legislation with 

47 states having proposed legislation 

in 2015.

Source: Data Quality Campaign
http://dataqualitycampaign.org/
http://dataqualitycampaign.org/
http://dataqualitycampaign.org/
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InBloom was publicly unveiled in early 2013, it ignited debate among parents and privacy 

Former CIA analyst Edward Snowden revealed the US government’s extensive phone and 
internet surveillance activities in 2013, exacerbating longtime privacy concerns about Big 
Brother-like policies. Breaches of corporate databases—from Target in 2013 to Morgan Stanley 
in 2014—added to parents’ worries about whether any centralized database could be secure.

Such concerns helped shutter InBloom in 2014. At the same time, parents and privacy 
advocates began pushing harder to compel school districts and state legislators to weigh how 
edtech tools—especially, “free” tools—collect data and what they did with it.

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2014-04-21-what-inbloom-s-shutdown-means-for-the-industry
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2014-04-21-what-inbloom-s-shutdown-means-for-the-industry
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2014-04-21-what-inbloom-s-shutdown-means-for-the-industry
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2014-04-21-what-inbloom-s-shutdown-means-for-the-industry
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2014-04-21-what-inbloom-s-shutdown-means-for-the-industry



49

Privacy is not a 
project that we 
get through to 
something else. 
We are never, 
ever done with 
privacy as long 
as we are using 
data and tech 
in education to 
support student 
learning

“
In 2014, 110 bills were introduced in state legislatures aiming 
to protect student data. In 2015, 188 more bills popped up. By 
the end of the year, 15 states had passed 28 student data 
privacy laws, outlining stricter rules around how to handle 
student data. On January 1, 2016, California and New 
Hampshire became the first two states to go live with stricter 
student privacy laws. Delaware and Oregon are expected to 
follow suit in July and other states in 2017. Implementing these 
laws will provide many lessons for the other states (Experts do 
not expect to see sweeping national legislation on student data 
privacy.) If 2014 was a year of haziness, confusion, and 
frankly, fear around the misuse of student data, then 2015 
brought common language around how to safeguard student 
data privacy.

Companies and schools began grappling with the implications 
of the new laws:

• What data should be collected and by whom?

• What can and should schools, companies and the
government do with student data?

• Who “owns” it—and so can demand it be deleted?

• Who could grant permission to use student data?

• Who was responsible for safeguarding it?

• And how di�erent would the various states address
these questions?

Going forward, collaboration will be the touchstone. The Consortium for School Networking (CoSN), 
working with education partners and 25 school districts, is due to soon release its Trusted Learning
Environment seal, aimed at moving from mere compliance to building a “culture of trusted 
learning” around using data.

And questions around equity continue to grow. “There are some pretty compelling arguments that 
privacy is a manifestation of a�uence and privilege if you look at what software gets rolled out in 
which schools, who gets alpha level software and why and who gets products with porous terms,” 
contends Bill Fitzgerald, Director of Privacy Evaluation at Common Sense Media.

This much is certain: privacy is “not a project that we get through to something else. We are never, 
ever done with privacy as long as we are going to use data and tech in education to support student 
learning,” says Aimee Guidera, President and Chief Executive O�cer of the Data Quality Campaign.

https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-‘trusted-learning-environment’-us
https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-‘trusted-learning-environment’-us
https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-‘trusted-learning-environment’-us
https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-‘trusted-learning-environment’-us
https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-‘trusted-learning-environment’-us

https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-%E2%80%98trusted-learning-environment%E2%80%99-us
https://www.cosn.org/about/news/national-education-organizations-launch-effort-build-%E2%80%98trusted-learning-environment%E2%80%99-us
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Teachers 
FOR THE GREATER GOOD

COMMON SENSE KIDS 
ACTION 

Common Sense Kids Action is a 

branch of Common Sense Media 

with a mission of helping kids 

thrive in a world of media and 

technology. 

Educators see the importance and value of both safe data 
practices and using data to improve the learning environment. 
A 2015 Houghton Mi�in Harcourt survey of 1,000 teachers 
and administrators found that 58% were “very” or 
“somewhat” concerned about student data privacy. However, 
while teachers are wary of data privacy concerns, that hasn't 
stopped them from seeing the value in leveraging data to 
improve teaching and learning. “Without these edtech tools, 
we wouldn’t have made as many strides, we wouldn’t have as 
many research-based teaching strategies, we wouldn’t be able 
to adjust learning,” says Kerry Gallagher, Digital Learning 
Specialist at St. John's Prep.

LEGI-WHAT?

With a flurry of new legislation passed at the state-level in 
2015, navigating student data privacy can be incredibly 
confusing for educators. Some states have new laws (like 
California’s SOPIPA) that “place the burden on the vendor to 
follow the law, not the school or the teacher or the districts,” 
says Craig Cheslog, Co-Director and Vice President for 
California Policy at Common Sense Kids Action. However, even 
with these laws in place to put the responsibility on 
companies, educators are often still responsible for 
communicating to parents how the tools they use protect 
student privacy. In some districts, administrators are able to 
share an approved list of tools that meet privacy standards. But 
in many cases, schools are still figuring out how to best 
support teachers—according to a 2014 Project Tomorrow 
survey of over 44,000 teachers and librarians, only 25% of 
teachers report receiving instruction or information about 
what their district is doing to protect student data. Many 
teachers are left to navigate how tools meet school or district 
privacy standards on their own.

http://www.hmhco.com/media-center/press-releases/2015/june/educator-con�dence-report
http://www.hmhco.com/media-center/press-releases/2015/june/educator-con�dence-report
http://www.hmhco.com/media-center/press-releases/2015/june/educator-con�dence-report
http://www.hmhco.com/media-center/press-releases/2015/june/educator-con�dence-report
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GETTING TO PRIVACY 2.0
by David A. DeSchryver and Erica Price Burns of Whiteboard Advisors

The issue of student data privacy is a stew of competing interests. Parents should be able to make 

choices about what happens with their children’s information. Schools should be able to use 

student data to improve instruction, services, and school management. Private service providers 

should be able, with limitations, to use the data to improve their programs and develop innovative 

solutions. There must be strong safeguards that ensure vigilant and appropriate security, privacy, 

and data management practices. And everyone needs to be aware of what constitutes appropriate 

use of student records, and act accordingly.

It is hard to referee the competing interests, however, until there is a better understanding of 

the “what, when and how” – which has been the thrust of most state laws in recent years. It has 

been a period for the creation of version 1.0 type of laws that establish basic ground rules around 

student privacy and data use for key actors, including the State Board of Education, Department of 

Education, local districts, and the vendors serving schools. While there is some consensus around 

clearly inappropriate behaviors and necessary rights, this is still a work in progress. The potential 

their part to clarify the bounds of their acceptable behavior with the creation of the Student Data 

Privacy Pledge. The Pledge lays out, in plain language, what service providers do and do not do 

with the student data they collect. It has proven useful for policymakers as they consider all of the 

competing interest and develop the new laws. 

than just three years ago. Most states now have (or will soon have) version 1.0 rules in place, and 

these will help policymakers and practitioners get to a place where they can have richer privacy-

2.0-type discussions. 
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KERRY GALLAGHER

“Without these edtech tools, 
we wouldn’t have as many 
research-based teaching 

strategies, we wouldn’t be able 
to adjust learning.”

DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP IS THE NAME OF THE GAME

 With an increased focus on data privacy, educators spend 
more time teaching students about data safety. Teachers 
focus on teaching students how to be upstanding and savvy 
digital citizens, avoid cyberbullying and preserve their online 
reputations. According to Kayla Delzer, second grade teacher 
in West Fargo, North Dakota, “while media specialists teach 
[digital citizenship] skills, it is essential that classroom 
teachers are embedding it into their classroom curriculums 
as well as soon as students are online.”
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Administrators
BUILDING THE PLANE WHILE FLYING

With so many changes happening simultaneously, 
administrators have a long list of tasks to complete related to 
student data privacy. They not only need to interpret new 
privacy legislation and train teachers, but also must keep tabs 
on companies’ (frequently changing) privacy policies. And that 
can be a huge lift. According to the CoSN 2015 IT Leadership 
Survey, 57% of education IT leaders said concerns around 
privacy and security are more important than they were last 
year. While not yet the norm, some districts have established 
clear processes to manage against these challenges. For 
example, Vincent Scheivert, Chief Information O�cer at 
Albemarle County Public Schools, has set up a privacy checklist 
that teachers fill out before a product can be approved for use 
in the classroom.

THE WHOLE PACKAGE

To address data privacy issues, administrators are often 
responsible for educating their communities. They support a 
culture of digital citizenship, share information with parents, 
and give teachers the professional development they need to 
keep kids safe. Parents have been integral in establishing 
stricter and clearer data privacy policies; as in the fall of 
InBloom, it is often a chorus of parent voices that have been 
successful in driving changes in privacy practices. According to 
Keith Krueger, Chief Executive O�cer of CoSN, the key for 
administrators is to determine “how to move from a 
conversation of privacy (which is confrontational and about 
compliance with laws) to setting expectations about 
transparency and clarity around how you collect data.” This is 
a much richer and broader dialogue that we expect to see more 
of in 2016, which administrators will most likely be leading 
with parents moving forward.
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Companies 
THE FIRST STEP

DAN CARROLL 

“The reality is that privacy 
legislation in 2015 made 
it easier for great edtech 
companies to work with 

schools. It gave the industry a 
clear set of standards to meet 
and has really helped change 

the tone of the privacy in 
technology conversation”

Lots of fingers were pointed in 2014, often at edtech 
companies. Companies were sometimes deemed ‘bad guys’ for 
shepherding and using student data, and touting the benefits 
of using student data to advance innovation. 2015 marked a 
meaningful change in this narrative, as edtech companies 
worked in partnership with legislators, schools and parents to 
define goals and a framework for student data. “Lots of 
entrepreneurs and edtech companies I talk to say 2015 has 
been a great year. The legislation is making business easier,” 
says Dan Carroll, Chief Product O�cer of Clever. Legislation 
such as SOPIPA, California’s landmark legislation which ruled 
that student data cannot be used for commercial purposes, has 
provided companies with clearer boundaries on the privacy 
standards they must meet. But the road is long and winding. 
“It would be awesome if there was a light in a window that a 
company could place and flick it on and have everything be 
good, but being a good actor means you are committing 
yourself to a series of day-to-day actions and to a mindset that 
permeates every single decision that you make within the 
company,” says Bill Fitzgerald, director of Privacy Evaluation 
at Common Sense Media. The industry has taken the first step 
of a long journey ahead.
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THE LIFEBLOOD

All things considered, there is still “a lot of nervousness in 
conversations between schools and companies around data,”
says Andrew Herman, Chief Executive O�cer of Alma. For 
2015, this meant building trust became a key priority for 
companies and their customers. “There are customers that 
really appreciate that we have taken the privacy pledge, 
and throughout last year, we see those questions come up 
more and more. Those are discussions that we like to have,” 
says Herman. Some privacy experts expressed skepticism 
that initiatives like the Student Privacy Pledge, while a step 
forward, are no silver bullet. On the other hand, early stage 
companies have a unique opportunity to safeguard privacy 
from the very beginning. They can build their culture, 
infrastructure and products in a way that intentionally 
establishes trust with their customers. After all, “trust,”
says Wayne Poncia, Chief Product O�cer of Hapara, “is 
the lifeblood of an edtech SAS company.” 
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Investors

BEWARE FREE APPS

As schools and parents become savvier about student data 
privacy, there has been increased scrutiny of free applications—
and investors are no exception. “Companies need to exercise 
considerable caution regarding the monetization of student data. 
Ultimately, parents, teachers, and students need to receive a like 
value exchange for such monetization,” say Matt Hanson, Partner 
at GSV Asset Management. Taylor Smith, Managing Director at 
Tucker Capital confirms that “if a teacher pays for an app, they 
understand how it works, but if it’s free, educators are looking 
around the corner to understand if there’s an ulterior motive. 
Strong, mission-driven nonprofit brands are the exception.” It 
seems like investors will continue to approach monetization of 
student data with skepticism.

COST OF DOING BUSINESS

On the other hand, “monetizing” student data shouldn’t be 
conflated with, “using student data for functional purposes, like 
delivering an adaptive, personalized learning experience,” says 
Nick Franco, Vice President at GSV Asset Management. “We heard 
this sentiment echoed among educators, administrators and 
companies—using data in education is just table stakes.

Private service providers took a first and critical step to clarify the 
bounds acceptable behavior with the creation of the Student Data 
Privacy Pledge. The Pledge lays out, in plain language, what 
service providers do and do not do with the student data they 
collect. It has proven useful for policy makers as they deliberate 
on this new balance between strong privacy safeguards and the 
flexibility necessary for schools and service providers to innovate.

The importance of striking this balance only grow. As our schools 
head into a new era of digital instruction and management, this 
much is clear: the business of improving student instruction is 
now also the business of student data privacy, security, and 
management. 
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K-12 professional development is changing and it’s driven by 
the people who consume it: Teachers.

Heading to the Digital Frontier to Learn

Grassroots Professional Development

Edcamps in the US (‘10-’15)

Edcamps, a key example of teacher-created, teacher-driven PD, have occured 1,000 times in all 

50 states and 26 countries

In 2010, Rafranz Davis was a high school math teacher in 
Texas. The professional development she remembers the 
most involved taking prescribed courses that did not meet 
her needs. These days, she directs professional learning for 
the Lufkin Independent School District in Texas, and she has 
a powerful message for teachers: yes, the district provides 
some PD but you might do better reaching out and grabbing 
what you need. “I did not want teachers to sit in front of a 
computer and ever say, ‘Is this all there is?’ I wanted them 
to be able to know that, yes, you have options here with us, 
and maybe we need to change what we’re teaching to meet 
your needs,” Davis says, “but also that you have the ability to 
connect outside and go learn elsewhere, and social media is 
critical to that.”

Source: Education Chats  
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
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More and more teachers are driving their own professional 
development through a host of digital tools, from Twitter and 
Facebook to individual digital materials. And that trend could 
have enormous implications for the multibillion dollar industry 
of professional development.  

On an annual basis, according to the Gates Foundation, an 
estimated $18 billion  is spent on professional development. 
According to a two-year study  conducted by The New Teacher 
Project (TNTP), the 50 largest school districts spend $8 billion 
a year on PD, or an estimated $18,000 per teacher per year. The 
study also concludes that much of that spending doesn’t help. 
“[M]ost teachers do not appear to improve substantially from 
year to year—even though many have not yet mastered critical 
skills,” the report says. PD options provided by districts are too 
sporadic and disconnected from what teachers need, says the 
report. Equally troubling is that districts frequently failed to 
“create enough trust” with teachers so that they can identify

their own strengths and weaknesses and find ways to improve.
 
But teachers are motivated. The study also notes that teachers 
are pouring two to four times as much of their own time into PD 
than districts require.  

For some, that means showing up at Edcamps, loosely  
structured meetings where teachers come together and create 
their own agendas. More than 1,000 EdCamps have taken place
place since the first one occurred in 2010 (see data above). Other  
teachers rely heavily on social media channels including Twitter 
chats, Facebook, Pinterest boards, and so on. There are now 
over 1.3 million education pins per day on Pinterest and 
349 twitter chats  per week (up from 34 in 2010).  

Unique Education Twitter  
Chats Per Week (‘10-’15) 

The number of unique education-

related Twitter chats has exploded 

demonstrating the popularity of 

social media platforms.

Source: Education Chats  
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list

http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/learning/teacher_views_on_pd/
http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/learning/teacher_views_on_pd/
http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/learning/teacher_views_on_pd/
http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/learning/teacher_views_on_pd/
http://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/learning/teacher_views_on_pd/

http://tntp.org/news-and-press/view/study-billions-of-dollars-in-annual-teacher-training-is-largely-a-waste
http://tntp.org/news-and-press/view/study-billions-of-dollars-in-annual-teacher-training-is-largely-a-waste
http://tntp.org/news-and-press/view/study-billions-of-dollars-in-annual-teacher-training-is-largely-a-waste
http://tntp.org/news-and-press/view/study-billions-of-dollars-in-annual-teacher-training-is-largely-a-waste
http://tntp.org/news-and-press/view/study-billions-of-dollars-in-annual-teacher-training-is-largely-a-waste

http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach
http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach
http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach
http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach
http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach
http://www.edcamp.org/learn-more#global-reach

http://www.slate.com/blogs/schooled/2015/04/02/pinterest_and_teachers_how_the_site_is_�lling_a_gap_in_teacher_training.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/schooled/2015/04/02/pinterest_and_teachers_how_the_site_is_�lling_a_gap_in_teacher_training.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/schooled/2015/04/02/pinterest_and_teachers_how_the_site_is_�lling_a_gap_in_teacher_training.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/schooled/2015/04/02/pinterest_and_teachers_how_the_site_is_�lling_a_gap_in_teacher_training.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/schooled/2015/04/02/pinterest_and_teachers_how_the_site_is_�lling_a_gap_in_teacher_training.html

https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
https://sites.google.com/site/twittereducationchats/education-chat-o�cial-list
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Like traditional PD, the grassroots variety has pros and cons. 
On the plus side, it’s (mostly) free, intensely immediate, 
and easily accessible. It puts teachers in touch with ideas 
and trends, and fosters collegiality among teachers. On the 
down side, it’s time consuming, fragmented, quality controls 
are limited, and while it supports tech savvy teachers, there 
is still a large number of teachers who are not engaged. 
“There has to be a better connection between the informal 
learning, the grassroots learning networks, and then the 
formal institutions that are trying to codify and share with 
everyone else,” says The Learning Accelerator’s Beth Rabbitt. 
“Otherwise,” she notes, “the innovation doesn’t scale nearly 
as rapidly.” 

Grassroots PD is still seeking ways to acknowledge and reward 

-and that of others. Digital Promise, for example, provides 
teachers with competency-based micro-credentials, or digital 
badges, and edWeb provides members of online professional 

webinars. Others celebrate groups of teacher leaders through 
regional events such as EdCamps. A key component of 
bringing grassroots initiatives to scale, says edWeb CEO Lisa 
Schmucki, “is getting it to count.” 

DonorsChoose.org Professional Development
by AT&T

In 2015, DonorsChoose.org launched a pilot to help eligible teachers create DonorsChoose.org projects 

requesting materials and resources for their own professional development. Teachers were able to submit 

as well as matching campaigns and employee giving.
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Teachers 
TWEET HERE, TWEET EVERYWHERE

 Social media enabled this generation of educators to 
communicate, collaborate and connect in ways never possible 
before. For teachers, learning has become a 24/7 opportunity. 
Michael Hernandez, who teaches broadcast journalism at Mira 
Costa High School in Manhattan Beach, California, takes the 
initiative to learn everything he possibly can through social 

tweeting interesting ideas, links to articles, sharing tips or 
leads on conferences or contests or awards that are out there.” 
Email newsletters are another important resource for him. 
“It’s like a curated bundle of ideas that’s delivered to your 
email box every day or every week.” The upshot? It’s tailored 

“and you choose what you want to learn.”

TEACHER VOICE AMPLIFIED

As grassroots professional development attracts more and 
more teachers to connect through social media, teachers 
have leveraged the opportunities to use their voices on a 
larger stage. For some this means communicating needs, 
problems, and accomplishments directly with their 
district superintendents, like teachers do in districts such 
as Albemarle County Public Schools in Virginia and the 
Harrington Park School District in New Jersey, to name a 
few. For others it means facilitating learning opportunities 
themselves, through EdCamps, edWeb or leading Twitter 
chats. As teachers leverage learning opportunities through 
social media, they have also started to tap into the power of 
their individual voices.

MICHAEL HERNANDEZ

Teacher at Mira Costa High School in 
Manhattan Beach, CA

“In our community, there 
has been a shift away from 

naysayers who say we 
don’t need technology. The 

community is shifting towards 
viewing devices as tools, not 

toys.”
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Administrators
TRICKLE UP PD

STEPHANIE HIRSH

“Teachers should have the 
authority and the time and 

support to learn on their own 
and with their colleagues 

during the regular work day 
versus that having to occur 

outside the workday”

The growing popularity of grassroots initiatives has 
created what Stephanie Hirsh, executive director of 
Learning Forward, calls a “bottom-up and top-down 
convergence.” Today’s professional development 
landscape, she says, falls largely into three 
camps—system-wide initiatives; school- and team-based 
learning; and individualized, teacher-driven e�orts. “We 
recommend that it’s almost an equal split among the 
three,” she says, adding that, “teachers should have the 
authority and the time and support to learn on their own 
and with their colleagues during the regular work day 
versus that having to occur outside the workday.” This 
means district administrators can no longer run 
professional development programs isolated from broader 
e�orts, but should aim to bridge silos and unite di�erent 
opportunities into a holistic support system.

http://learningforward.org/
http://learningforward.org/
http://learningforward.org/
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Companies
LETTING THEIR FINGERS DO THE WALKING

Grassroots professional development has always been a part 
of teacher learning, says BloomBoard CEO Jason Lange. “It’s 
always been a teacher walking down the hall and getting advice 
from another teacher.” Now, teachers are using technology 
to do the walking. This provides entrepreneurs with an 
opportunity to make that “hallway” much larger and provide 
teachers with resources that are aligned, coordinated, easy to 
access and ultimately more powerful. “We know that teachers 
prefer more job-embedded, more bite-sized resources that are 
super practical in terms of ‘How does this help me improve 
my practice tomorrow?’” Lange says. This also means teachers 

will increasingly become important for tools supporting this 
generation of teachers. For companies such as Declara, that 
also means saving the teacher time by accelerating insight. 
Declara allows teachers to collaborate in teams and content 
collections. Through the data generated by collaborative 
annotation and curation, Declara creates a cognitive graph 
through which it recommends content, peers, and experts. 

respects their expertise, it saves them time, which is huge for 
teachers.” 

JASON LANGE

“It’s always been a teacher 
walking down the hall and 

getting advice from another 
teacher[...] we know that 
teachers prefer more job-

embedded, more bite-sized 
resources that are super 

practical in terms of ‘How 
does this help me improve my 

practice tomorrow?”

https://bloomboard.com
https://bloomboard.com
https://bloomboard.com
https://bloomboard.com
https://bloomboard.com
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Companies
FROM MORNING TIL NIGHT

While grassroots professional development has largely 
relied on free tools such as Twitter and EdCamps, there are 
still places for investors to place their bet on professional 
development. What’s clear for investors is that they need 
to focus their energy on PD products that allow for teacher 

Accelerator.  “What’s great about a lot of the resources that 
are getting created right now is they’re being designed for 
both scenarios – to help that teacher who is doing their own 
development at 9 o’clock at night on a Sunday because they 
have a particular problem to solve as well as to get integrated 
into more formal structures of professional development 
within the institution, whether that be a school or a district.” 
Against this backdrop, investors say they’re looking for 
providers focused on technology training, personalized 
learning, the deployment of teacher leaders and the use of 
competency-based learning tools. “Part of my job,” says 
Rabbitt, “is harnessing that knowledge and harnessing those 

more quickly, learn better, and share with others so that their 
practices can scale very much from the bottom up.” 

Part of my job 

how to help 
them learn more 
quickly, learn 
better, and share 
with others 
so that their 
practices can 
scale very much 
from the bottom 
up.

“
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There is increasing pressure on business models and the landscape for 
edtech entrepreneurs is changing. Which companies will survive?

Funding Gets You Started, Revenue Sets You Free

Edtech Business Models

K-12 Edtech Funding, ‘10-’15

Source: EdSurge

So much has changed--yet there’s still so much to prove.  

In 2015, investment in edtech businesses boomed. Investors put more than $1.1 billion into K-12  

ever for the sector. Sure, measured against the rest of the venture world, overall edtech  
investment is still tiny, about 2 percent of the $58.8 billion invested by the venture industry  
in 2015. Yet that’s a big increase from the 0.9 percent of the market that overall education  
(just not technology) investing represented between 1995 and 2011, according to GSV Advisors.

Even investors who are fans of education want returns, however. And so edtech startups are 

The business models of hundreds of edtech companies started since around 2010 fall into two 
main buckets: “free for teachers” (which includes both “totally free” and “freemium” models) 

sells to other edtech companies by taking a cut of their sales to districts. Other edtech products 
primarily target consumers or parents.  

edtech companies (according to EdSurge Ka’Ching data), the most significant year of investing

https://www.gsvadvisors.com/
https://www.gsvadvisors.com/
https://www.gsvadvisors.com/
https://www.gsvadvisors.com/
https://www.gsvadvisors.com/

http://nvca.org/pressreleases/58-8-billion-in-venture-capital-invested-across-u-s-in-2015-according-to-the-moneytree-report-2/
http://nvca.org/pressreleases/58-8-billion-in-venture-capital-invested-across-u-s-in-2015-according-to-the-moneytree-report-2/
http://nvca.org/pressreleases/58-8-billion-in-venture-capital-invested-across-u-s-in-2015-according-to-the-moneytree-report-2/
http://nvca.org/pressreleases/58-8-billion-in-venture-capital-invested-across-u-s-in-2015-according-to-the-moneytree-report-2/
http://nvca.org/pressreleases/58-8-billion-in-venture-capital-invested-across-u-s-in-2015-according-to-the-moneytree-report-2/



“Free for teachers” companies aim to grow their user base 
aggressively by o�ering their products for free and so rely heavily 
on venture financing. Some of the best-known edtech companies 
that have taken this path include Edmodo (60 million users), Class 
Dojo (35 million users), Remind (more than 30 million users). But 
while consumer companies—Google, Facebook and Twitter and 
such—monetized their free products by putting ads in front of 
users, education companies were resoundingly advised

 in 2015 that they have to protectprotect, not sell, users’ and 
students’ data. That will lead, inevitably to “premium” services 
that schools and districts must pay to support. “Freemium” 
companies start here, o�ering a portion of their product for free 
(frequently to teachers), in hopes that schools or districts will pay 
for a full subscription.

Companies built around the “sell to administrators” approach aim 
to drive revenue from the moment they launch. They require 
energetic sales outreach and tightly defined products. Because the 
sales cycle to districts can be painfully long, they, too, need outside 
funding but that initial boost may be smaller than their “free” 
cousins—and may last longer.

Raising subsequent rounds of capital is increasingly heavy lifting 
for edtech companies: they took 50% longer (from 2011 to 2015) to 
raise a Series A round after their seed round and 50% longer still to 
move from Series A to Series B. That makes the “sell to admins” 
model popular, particularly among financiers.
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Edtech User Base (2015)

How do edtech companies stack up with 

the total # of US teachers and students? 

Edmodo now has more global users than the 

two audiences combined and ClassDojo and 

Remind aren’t too far behind

Source: Getting Smart, ClassDojo, Remind, National Center for Education Statistics
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MATT HANSON

“The freemium model 
proliferated in a much looser 

funding environment.”

“The freemium model proliferated in a much looser funding 
environment,” says Matt Hanson, a partner with GSV Capital. 
Referencing the sentiment in January for investors, Matt 
adds, “we are in the part of the funding cycle where terms 
and funding conditions have tightened considerably.” And 
more experienced entrepreneurs are entering the industry, 
too. “Increasingly seed stage companies have a lot more 

Staton, a partner at Learn Capital. “The community has 
grown, the learning has grown…. You have more impressive 
entrepreneurs brought to the stage and that learn more 
before they start a company.” 

ACCELERATING INNOVATION IN EDTECH
by AT&T

Failures will come and consolidation is inevitable in a 
landscape with more than 160 math products, for example. 
The fact remains, the industry is still searching for that 
paradigm of success. “The real question is, is there anything 
new here? Is there a new business model that is going to be 

then the modest successes will just get eaten up by the big 
publishers” warns Zeal’s John Danner.

https://www.edsurge.com/product-reviews/curriculum-products/math
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The AT&T Aspire Accelerator aims to enhance education by supporting and mentoring the most promising and 

innovative startups in edtech. The Accelerator’s mission is to support innovations that can help every student 

achieve a bright, successful future—exponentially and at scale. For and non-profit organizations chosen to 

participate in the program receive financial investment, access to expert services and mentorship. The 

inaugural 2015 class of five edtech ventures have already impacted more than two million students, 200,000 

teachers, and 4,500 schools throughout the United States.
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innovative startups in edtech. The Accelerator’s mission is to support innovations that can help every student 

achieve a bright, successful future—exponentially and at scale. For and non-profit organizations chosen to 

participate in the program receive financial investment, access to expert services and mentorship. The 

inaugural 2015 class of five edtech ventures have already impacted more than two million students, 200,000 

teachers, and 4,500 schools throughout the United States.
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ADMINS INVESTORSCOMPANIESTEACHERS

PARADOX OF CHOICE

The massive number of K-12 edtech products available combined with pressure on entrepreneurs 
to expand their footprint means that competition is likely to increase and a market for new 
potential adopters will open up. This puts more pressure on educators to learn how to navigate 
the diversity of choice. Criteria like “is the product really adaptive” or “does the product meet 
interoperability standards” are key questions that educators must consider. Bart Epstein of the 

“Consumers of edtech products are getting more sophisticated. There was a time when they were 
impressed with any product dashboard. Now, growing numbers of savvy educators ask which 

dashboards interoperate with our LMS and SIS? That is an important part of a maturing market.” 
With far more choices than a teacher could ever use in the classroom, this sophistication is 
critical for users and buyers.

Stakeholders
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Teachers
CAN I COUNT ON YOU? 

Think about the last time your internet went out and the 
frustration that rushed through your veins. Now imagine 
you’re a teacher attached to an education technology tool 
and the company goes out of business. If the notion of  
“9 out 10” startups fail actually holds true in edtech, there will  
be profound implications for schools and their usage of edtech 
products. Marcos Alcozer of Intrinsic Schools suggests that 
talking to other administrators can help mitigate this: “we 
talk about minor programs that maybe are not necessary 

We acknowledge that if it’s a free product and if not a lot 
of people are talking about it, the company might not be 
on the path to success.” Aileen Owens of South Fayette 
Township discusses a similar methodology: “[We] always 

is who’s using this and then we make personal phone calls. 
How is it working for you? What suggestions do you have?” 
Not all companies will succeed; educators have a personal 
responsibility to investigate before purchase.

DAMARCOS ALCOZER

Schools

“We acknowledge that if it’s a 
free product and if not a lot of 
people are talking about it, the 
company might not be on the 

path to success.” 
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Administrators
VETTING COMPANIES

Administrators want to know that a company will stick 
around and while the “free” attribute might facilitate getting 
products into classrooms, free products also raise some red 

for them,” explains Intrinsic School’s Alcozer. He adds, 
“there is a lot of research done on our part.” Cary Matsuoka, 

that their Director of Technology will look at the investment 
a company has received and try to assess which ones will still 
get funding versus those that won’t. The bottom line is that 

fully vet companies. As more companies seek creative ways to 

administrators can employ similar scrutiny to the likes of Mr. 
Alcozer and Mr. Matsuoka to ensure their schools are using 



ADMINSTEACHERS INVESTORSCOMPANIES

TIME VALUE AND MONEY

Knowing your customer is critical; understanding their constraints is fundamental. As 
entrepreneurs create and evolve their business models in an increasingly competitive 
environment, one major implication is incorporating the two key customer constraints into 
their value proposition: time and money. In a world where education funding has declined and   
teachers NEED more time, there is more emphasis on this now than ever. Tim Jones, a teacher at   
McNair Academy, mostly makes decisions on his own about technology used in his class which  

occasions, he adds: “I get funded from outside sources,” such as DonorsChoose. The organization  
has witnessed funding increase by 3 times from $31.2 million in 2010 to $93.4 million in 2015.   

Jaime Casap, “I often hear from entrepreneurs developing edtech products, ‘Teachers only need   
to spend 3 or 4 minutes using our tool.’ That’s ridiculous, educators don’t have that kind of time.” 

Stakeholders
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Companies
WHO’S THE BOSS

As pressure on business models has increased, entrepreneurs 
are challenged to wrestle with who they are building for 
and who they are selling to. Unfortunately for the aspiring 

This paradox causes entrepreneurs to wrestle with messaging, 

angles. Three time startup founder John Danner and current 
CEO of Zeal explains, “I think edtech has much more risk 
around business model than tech does in general. Almost all 
tech you do... consumer, enterprise... there is a clearer buyer 
with a budget. In edtech while parents are potential buyers 
and schools are potential buyers they sometimes have small 
or nonexistent budgets.” Jacob Klein founder of Motion Math, 
a math curriculum company founded in 2010, described the 
multiple approaches that entrepreneurs can take: “We’ve 
seen that bottom-up [sales] work. It’s less prevalent than I’d 
like because teachers don’t have a lot of economic power […] 
in other places we are working with really talented districts.” 
Figuring out the path to procurement remains a challenge for 
entrepreneurs trying to scale.

JOHN DANNER
CEO and Founder at Zeal

“Edtech has much more risk 
around business model than 
tech does in general. Almost 
all tech you do... consumer, 

enterprise... there is a 
clearer buyer with a budget. 
In edtech while parents are 

potential buyers and schools 
are potential buyers they 
sometimes have small or 

nonexistent budgets.” 

impacts his product selection: “Most of the stu� I use in the class is either free,” or in some  

But price and price alone won’t get entrepreneurs across the finish line with customers. Time 
and e�ciency are equally critical components. According to Google’s Chief Education Evangelist  
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Investors
LEARNING FROM FAILURE

 With over 1,600 edtech products and increased pressure on 
business models, there will undoubtedly be widely admired 

invest, as well as the type of technical assistance and support 
they provide to their current portfolio of companies. Take 

are keenly aware data privacy is an issue so important that 

Bart Epstein notes, “Every serious education investor is well 
aware that data privacy is such an important issue. Investing 
in an education company that isn’t up to speed on data 
privacy issues is as reckless as buying a hotel that has no 
smoke detectors. There’s just no reason to do it, given the risk.” 

https://www.edsurge.com/product-reviews/
https://www.edsurge.com/product-reviews/
https://www.edsurge.com/product-reviews/
https://www.edsurge.com/product-reviews/
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The etymology backstory of the adjective “free,” o�ers a  
fascinating mix of usage and implications: the Old English, 
freo, meant “not in bondage, acting of one’s own will.” 
Proto-Germanic usage contributed “noble; joyful,” and 
Sanskrit, priyah, “own, dear, beloved.” The idea that free 
means “given without costs,” emerged in 1580s, followed in 
the 1850s with the lure of a “free lunch” to draw customers 
into American and British bars. 

Free tech for schools has an equally complex backstory—
part releasing from bondage, part noble and surely part 
free lunch. Not all “free” edtech products are the same—
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Edtech usage has soared with the proliferation of free content and products. 
While free is nice, there are challenges for companies and users alike.

Three Shades of Free  

Free for Schools Movement

Free vs. Paid Tools

Does free matter for adoption? Let the numbers do the talking.

Source: Company Websites, Angel List, Slate
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In 2015, the movement for “free and open” resources grew in 

production of “free” products has grown more complex. 

Here’s why. 

shades with varying goals, motivations and supports.  
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Open Educational Resources: Governments and social activists, 
among others, see quality education—and the materials that 
support those—as a basic right and so have supported the 
development of “Open Educational Resources” (OER), 
materials that can be freely accessed, remixed, reused and 
shared. (David Wiley, who coined OER, characterizes it here.) 
OER are materials that are more than free; they also provide 
users with additional copyright permissions.

Over the past 18 months, governments and foundations have 
stepped up their support to help educators thoughtfully use 
OER. In October 2015, the US federal government launched 
its #GoOpen campaign to ensure “all students have access to 
high quality learning resources.” The Department of 
Education hired its first Open Education Adviser. Eleven 
states are also working with nonprofits to build out the 
K-12 OER Collaborative, to create comprehensive curriculum 
resources for the participating states. Additionally, the 
Council of Chief State School O�cers (CCSSO) noted that in 
2015, more than half of US states (27 to be exact), either 
“use or promote OER at any level (state, district, school).”

Using OER materials can be liberating for educators, who can 
fine-tune the resources to fit their students or 
pedagogy—but they also frequently involve some work: 
improving, refining or updating these materials are tasks 
shared by users. And as more people have both given away 
and shared OER materials via the Web, finding quality (and 
standards aligned) materials has become tougher.
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NEERU KHOSLA

“Our intent now is the same 
as when we started... to be 

completely free and to let people 
use the content however they want 

to support learning.” 

FREE—FROM NONPROFITS

thought and muscle into building their tools and curriculum 
as companies do—but they give them away. Notable among 

thousands of lessons with support from philanthropists 
and foundations. CK-12.org, spearheaded by Neeru Khosla, 

years, CK-12 has developed a holistic system for sharing 
customized materials, which teachers have turned into more 
than 135,000 “Flexbooks.” “Our intent now is the same as 
when we started,” says Khosla, namely “to be completely 
free and to let people use the content however they want to 
support learning.” Organizations such as CK-12 create and 
share their content as open educational resources and provide 
free access to interactive practice systems and a range of 
other software tools that support learning. Continuing to 
make these services freely available depends on their ability 
to secure supporting donors.

FREE—FOR NOW

OER’s additional copyright privileges. But increasingly, savvy educators recognize there is 
a cost. Many companies aim to coax users to pay up for “premium” accounts. Even those 
that have yet to introduce their premium account will eventually do so, including the likes of 
Edmodo (50 million users) ClassDojo (35 million users) and Remind (30 million users). As these 
companies grow older, the pressure to generate revenue will continue to grow—thus likely 
limiting how much “free” they can continue to provide.  

One exception seems to be Google, whose presence in K-12 education ranges from Chromebooks 
(which are NOT free and Google reportedly doesn’t make money on them) to Google Apps for 
Education, which boasts 50 million users including students, teachers and administrators. In 
the commercial world, Google monetizes its vast reach through targeted advertising, a strategy 
that educators have largely rejected over the past year as they have rallied to protect student 
privacy. And so far, Google has said it will not take this path—vowing to not expose students to ads. 

education system.
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https://edu.google.com/why-google/privacy-security/?modal_active=none
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Teachers
SEARCH AND YE SHALL (MAYBE) FIND

 While over 40% of educators reported using some OER 
resources in their classrooms just because tools are free 
doesn’t mean they don’t come at a cost. Many teachers devote 
countless hours, when it comes to free tools, searching for 
and vetting the quality of the tools or resources. “In our work 

meaningfully integrate OER often spend half of their planning 

Director of Knowledge-Sharing and Growth at Rhode Island’s 

free resources and weave them together with other resources 
they have access to. However, this work takes time and can be 
a huge burden for teachers.
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Administrators
FREEING UP FUNDS

When Salt Lake City administrators implemented open 
textbooks in 2008 they reduced their costs from $80 per 
textbook to $5. Whether school districts switch to free 
productivity tools such as GAFE, free learning management 
tools such as Edmodo or free OER textbooks, the move no 
doubt frees up purse strings for administrators. “Instead 
of allocating the majority of our budget on a simple 
curriculum tool, free resources allow us to build a strong 
foundation for innovation and enables us to really push 
the envelope on curriculum and instruction,” says Senior 
Director of Academics for Alpha Public Schools, Emmanuel 
Barrera.  However, using free tools doesn’t always mean 
administrators stop having to spend money on tools.  The 
move to free materials allows administrators to focus 
on spending funds on more infrastructure, professional 
development or other critical budget items.

EMMANUEL BARRERA

“Instead of allocating the 
majority of our budget on 
a simple curriculum tool, 
free resources allow us to 

build a strong foundation for 
innovation and enables us to 
really push the envelope on 
curriculum and instruction.”
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Companies
RAISING ALL BOATS

By providing schools with an easy path to adopt technology, 
entrepreneurs consider free tools such as Google and Khan 
Academy as drivers for the total demand for edtech in the 
US. “Google has been doing a great job of expanding the 
market, getting a lot more teachers involved in edtech itself. 
That’s been great for the entire market,” explains Justin 
Chando, founder and CEO of LMS Chalkup, “These tools have 
introduced teachers into using technology every day. That 
shows us that there are opportunities to empower schools and 
teachers to do even more with technology.”

NEW PRODUCTS EVERYWHERE

 The users of Google’s productivity products or other free 
resources require additional tools to manage and distribute 

sprouted up, from free plug-in’s like Doctapus, to Chando’s 
Chalkup LMS, to product management tool Hapara. “Google 
knows what they provide well, that’s the productivity tools,” 

“Our interest is in organizing these tools so that teachers can 
constructively manage learning.”
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Investors
FIRST ONE FREE

 The freemium model has captured the attention of venture 
capitalists and become a standard business model investors 
support. This model supports free access to a tool to spread 
it quickly. Then companies create a monetization strategy 

explains the value proposition of venture capitalists are 
betting on, “once a company’s product is integrated into the 
daily life at a school, they have a far greater chance to sell 
for-pay services related to that product. The challenge is to 
create a free product that is useful enough to merit frequent 
use, while keeping in reserve some features which will merit 
purchase.” Other investors say they look for “Freemium 
institutional” models. Shauntel Poulson, General Partner at 
Reach Capital explains, “You build a userbase of teachers who 

premium features like access to data. Once you have teacher 
buy in, it is much easier to sell.”

SHAUNTEL POULSON

“You build a userbase of 
teachers who use your product, 
then you can go to the district 

access to data. Once you have 
teacher buy in, it is much easier 

to sell.”

General Partner, Reach Capital
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How do you pick just eight edtech trends? What’s in and 
what’s out?

EdSurge spent four months identifying, prioritizing and 
researching the most influential trends within K-12 edtech. It was 
paramount to EdSurge as an organization to incorporate diverse 
viewpoints across major K-12 education stakeholders from the 
companies building education technology, to teachers and 
administrators who use it, and the investors who fund it.

This research was divided into three key phases:

TREND IDENTIFICATION

Leveraging the wealth of internal knowledge as well as our 
readership, EdSurge identified 20+ trends within K-12 education 
technology from the past 12-24 months. This included a 
poll in our newsletters back in December that helped let us know 
what was top of mind to you. Thanks readers!

PRIORITIZATION

Culling the list of more than 20 down to eight trends was 
challenging. EdSurge conducted interviews with a subset of edtech 
influencers including nonprofit leaders such as Karen Cator of 
Digital Promise, investors at the forefront of edtech such as Liz 
Arney of NewSchools Venture Fund and influential administrators 
such as Superintendent, Dallas Dance of Baltimore County Public 
Schools. In addition, we developed a detailed rubric based on: 
1) the relevance of the trend within the past 12-24 months 2) the 
relevance of the trend to edtech, and 3) the relevance of the trend 
to the major audiences (teachers, administrators, entrepreneurs 
and investors) for the report. The interviews combined with 
secondary research allowed us to debate internally about what was 
“In” and “Out” for 2016. Note: some key trends such as product 
e�cacy and procurement missed the cut, not because they 
aren’t important, but because there wasn’t a meaningful shift in 
opinion by a mass of stakeholders within the past 12 months. 
That said, look out for EdSurge reporting on these trends in the 
coming months.
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RIGOROUS RESEARCH

The EdSurge research and development team completed 90+ 
interviews and countless hours of secondary research. The 
interviews enabled us to incorporate diverse perspectives and 
address why the trends matter. A more detailed breakdown is 
as follows:

Thank you readers for your help! Please reach out to 
feedback@edsurge.com if you are interested in being part of 
future research projects.
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