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The impact of COVID-19 has cast a spotlight 
on a multitude of issues within American 
education and workforce systems and has 
exposed and amplified inequities that are 
long overdue for resolution. While COVID-19 
has caused much suffering, it has also 
presented an opportunity. It is imperative that 
educators and employers find innovative 
solutions to help them succeed now as well as 
in the future.

ECMC Group and gener8tor are proud 
to support this innovation through the 
OnRamp Education & Workforce Innovation 
partnership, including an annual Accelerator 
and Conference. We will support and invest 
in edtech and future-of-work entrepreneurs 
to help innovate, build, and navigate toward 
better education and employment outcomes 
in America.

gener8tor and ECMC Group developed the 
OnRamp Education & Workforce Innovation 
program with the goal of seeding innovation 
and facilitating connections between edtech 
and future-of-work startups, corporations, 
and investors. We hosted the first conference 
virtually this year and were joined by 49 
corporate partners and more than 250 
startups, facilitating nearly 450 one-on-one 
pitch meetings.

Headquartered in Minneapolis, ECMC 
Group and its family of companies provide 
financial tools and services, nonprofit career 
education, and funding for innovative 
programs to help students achieve their 
academic and professional goals.

ECMC Group Education 
Impact Fund
 
EIF is ECMC Group’s $130 million strategic 
impact investment arm. EIF invests market-rate 
capital in impact-driven, financially scalable 
companies that are improving access and 
outcomes for learners. EIF is committed to 
building a diverse portfolio of seed- to later-
stage companies, as well as investments in 
other mission-aligned funds across the post-
secondary and future-of-work sectors.

gener8tor
 
gener8tor’s turnkey platform for the creative 
economy connects startup founders, 
musicians, artists, investors, universities, and 
corporations. The gener8tor platform includes 
pre-accelerators, accelerators, corporate 
programming, conferences, and fellowships.

As part of our ongoing efforts to highlight 
innovation and capital in the education 
and workforce landscape, we are proud 
to partner with PitchBook to present the 
inaugural 2020 Education & Workforce 
Innovation Investor Report, featuring: 

• 2020-2021 investment trends 
• Ranking of the most active education 

and workforce investors 
• Startups to track

We hope you find this report enlightening 
and continue to join OnRamp for future 
programs, including the OnRamp Education 
& Workforce Innovation Conference 
on June 17, 2021. Learn more at www.
onrampeducation.com. 

Thank you,
 
Josh Slayton & Joe Watt
ECMC Group 
Danica Nilsestuen, Joe Kirgues & Troy 
Vosseller
gener8tor 

ECMC Group
 
ECMC Group is a nonprofit corporation 
with a mission to help students succeed. 
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Methodology
Data

PitchBook’s standard venture financing and exits 
methodology was utilized, which is described in full 
under the “PitchBook- NVCA Venture Monitor” section at 
https:// pitchbook.com/news/articles/pitchbook-report-
methodologies. In brief, only completed rounds classified 
as venture funding are included. The CVC-related data is 
composed of venture financing that included at least one 
investor tagged as corporate, whether corporate venture 
capital or a corporation. Only metrics with sample sizes of 
n >= 30 were included, or otherwise were noted as falling 
below that threshold in the text.  
 

Sector

In order to arrive at the datasets in this report, ECMC 
Group, gener8tor, and PitchBook collaborated to produce 
two distinct company populations: edtech and workforce 
innovation. Edtech companies were defined as those that 
were tagged with the primary industry code of Educational 
Software in the PitchBook Platform, those tagged to the 
edtech vertical, and those surfaced using select keywords 
including but not limited to learning management systems, 
online tutoring, and student engagement, among others. 
Similarly, workforce innovation was defined by using 
the industry codes of Business/ Productivity Software or 
Automation/ Workflow Software as primary industries 
along with a separate set of custom keyword combinations 
pertaining to innovation, workforce development, 
employee training and more.

Contents
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Market Overview
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Background 

The COVID-19 pandemic has upended 
how students learn and how employees 
work. Universities are grappling with the 
transition to digitized learning tools years 
earlier than anticipated and at massive 
scale. Some students have challenged 
tuition rates following the unexpected shift to 
remote instruction, while others have opted 
out of postsecondary education altogether 
in this environment. Many companies have 
worked to replicate workflows and sustain 
performance levels remotely. For some, 
these efforts are a temporary solution while 
they await the return of employees to the 
office. A subset of companies in more tech-
enabled sectors have extended the option of 
working remotely to employees indefinitely. 
With the benefits of in-person learning 
and communication difficult to quantify, 
companies in the workforce innovation and 
educational technology (edtech) sectors 
are advancing digital tools and services 
that prove out the efficacy of asynchronous 
learning and communication. Recognizing 
the market opportunity for these companies 
even before the COVID-19 pandemic 
sparked a surge in demand for their tools 
and services, venture investors deployed a 
combined $12.5 billion into these sectors 
across 1,656 deals in 2018 and 2019 and 
have already spread $10.3 billion across 
505 deals YTD. That said, total VC invested 
is skewed by mega-deals with large 
education platforms; for example, deals 
with Yuanfudao in China and BYJU’s in India 
together account for some $1.5 billion of 
2020’s total value.

Investor profiles

Corporate investors and their venture arms 
have propelled much of the robust funding 
activity in these sectors. Since 2010, the 
corporate VC (CVC) model has not changed 
so much as proliferated as companies 
seek to augment their R&D or supplement 
their product and service offerings via 
partnerships. In that time, the process of 
establishing a company’s enterprise value 

Workforce innovation and edtech VC deal activity

Workforce innovation and edtech VC deal activity

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020
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has evolved beyond determining the worth 
of machinery and other physical assets. 
Instead, investors have increasingly turned 
to intangible assets generated not only 
through R&D, but also branding, content 
generation, or data analytics. These changes 
to the valuations process emphasize human 
capital in ways that workforce development 
and training specialists can help cultivate. 
As a result, edtech and workforce innovation 
represent natural targets for corporate 
investment. Key CVC players that are active 
in these sectors include Bloomberg Beta, 
GV, and Intel Capital.

To take a recent example, SV Academy, 
which offers an online 12-week course to 
prepare students for business development 
and sales jobs at tech companies, raised 
a $10 million Series A in 2019 led by Owl 
Ventures. Bloomberg Beta joined the deal 
alongside some of the top firms in our 
rankings, such as Kapor Capital and Rethink 
Education. Some of the most active firms in 
these sectors, including both VC firms and 
CVC investors, have targeted edtech as a 
nascent but growing B2C play. Although this 
funding trend is recent, edtech companies 
continue to make inroads in the consumer 
space, particularly through widespread 
adoption of app-based services. The 
sector is likely to continue making strides 
as consumers seek pathways to career 
progression and utilize upskilling as a novel 
approach to unbundling education. 
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$22B+ 
  

VC investors have poured 
over $22 billion into the 
edtech and workforce 

innovation sectors since 2018.

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020
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Workforce innovation and edtech VC 
deals ($) by stage 

Workforce innovation and edtech VC 
deals (#) by stage 

Source: PitchBook | Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

Workforce innovation and edtech VC 
deals ($) with CVC participation by stage 

Workforce innovation and edtech VC 
deals (#) with CVC participation by stage 

Source: PitchBook | Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

Source: PitchBook | Geography: Global 
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Source: PitchBook | Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020
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Venture activity within workforce innovation 
reflects a sustained interest from many 
of the same generalist VC firms and their 
CVC counterparts. Workforce training 
and ongoing professional development 
initiatives, and the corporate balance 
sheets capable of financing their sustained 
rollout, have historically represented a far 
more lucrative B2B play than selling into 
often cash-strapped school districts. Other 
workforce innovation companies receiving 
investor interest cater to the kinds of data-
driven solutions for workforce engagement, 
credential verification, or HR automation that 
are in high demand among an expanding 
cohort of employers.
 

Financing metrics

The support of these established investors 
has produced an intriguing outcome. 
Typically, as a sector matures, venture 
activity concentrates at the late stage, 
especially in recent years as competition for 
more mature businesses has intensified and 
as dry powder levels mount, enabling some 
venture investors to participate in much 
larger deals. Venture investors have already 
invested more capital in late-stage edtech 
and workforce innovation companies YTD 
than in any year prior. Much of the total is 
bolstered by mega-deals, as seen in the 
near-record median late-stage deal size. 
However, investors have also continued to 
finance companies at the far riskier angel, 
seed, and early stages, closing around the 
same number of deals YTD as in previous 
years despite industry experts predicting 
a downturn in venture activity in 2020. 
Deal sizes at the angel & seed stage have 
actually risen YTD, with the median climbing 
to a new high. Businesses able to command 
larger infusions of capital at earlier stages 
are more likely to command steeper 
valuations during subsequent rounds. The 
median pre-money valuation for companies 
in these sectors has risen at every stage, 
buoyed by the industries’ most mature 
businesses. Coursera, for example, secured 
its Series F at a pre-money valuation of 
$2.4 billion. Udemy was reportedly seeking 
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fresh funds at a $3.0 billion valuation 
over the summer after securing a $2.0 
billion valuation with its February round. 
MasterClass nearly achieved unicorn status 
with its latest round.

Liquidity

Although exit value data can be variable 
since some exit sizes remain undisclosed, 
aggregate exit value for 2018 and 2019 
approached $4.0 billion while the total 
number of liquidity events surged to 76 in 
the last year alone. Incumbents acquiring 
new features and talent has been a clear 
trend, as exemplified by Pearson’s purchase 
of online learning platform Smart Sparrow 
in January 2020. Investors who see 
healthy returns from exits in the edtech and 
workforce innovation sectors may recycle 
capital back into the space, and founders of 
successfully exited companies may become 
repeat entrepreneurs in these industries. 
Venture activity is likely to continue given 
the intensifying need for robust, remote-
capable systems supporting workflows and 
education.
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Venture Rankings

Investor Deal value ($M) Deal count AUM ($M) HQ

$1,282 128 $303 San Mateo, California

$1,317 124 $475 White Plains, New York

$216 96 $1,105 San Francisco, California

$1,833 89 -- Beijing, China

$546 79 $135 San Francisco, California

$787 65 $101 San Francisco, California

$313 64 -- Oakland, California

$497 61 $89 Fulton, Maryland

$150 53 $44 Oakland, California

$223 51 $773 Mountain View, California

$494 48 -- Beijing, China

$1,819 47 $24,000 Chevy Chase, Maryland

$668 47 $200 Redwood City, California

$22 46 $65 San Francisco, California

$827 45 $1,200 Palo Alto, California

$1,342 43 $1,200 San Francisco, California

$318 41 $338 New York, New York

VC firms most active in workforce innovation and edtech*
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Source: PitchBook 
*Between  of January 2010 and October 31, 2020 

Note: Deal value ($M) represents the cumulative value of all deals with a disclosed value in which the named investor participated.

$447 38 $1,000 Beijing, China

$404 38 $2,000 Beijing, China

$502 37 $807 San Francisco, California

Investor Deal value ($M) Deal count AUM ($M) HQ

$1,833 89 -- Beijing, China

$494 48 -- Beijing, China

$624 24 $1,500 San Francisco, California

$390 23 $5,000 Mountain View, California

$462 17 -- Shanghai, China

$138 16 $225 San Francisco, California

$2,685 16 -- Shenzhen, China

$39 12 $91 Tokyo, Japan

$107 12 $1,300 Santa Clara, California

$226 12 $1,000 San Diego, California

$236 12 $770 San Francisco, California

CVC firms most active in workforce innovation and edtech*

Investor Deal value ($M) Deal count AUM ($M) HQ
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$31 11 $800 Beijing, China

$1,714 11 $92,911 Shenzhen, China

$424 11 -- Beijing, China

$79 11 -- Indianapolis, Indiana

$16 10 $363 Madison, Wisconsin

$71 9 $1,100 Seoul, South Korea

$23 9 -- Milwaukee, Wisconsin

$5 9 $10 London, United Kingdom

$51 9 -- Mumbai, India

$169 8 $100 London, United Kingdom

$64 8 -- Minneapolis, Minnesota

$48 8 $25 New York, New York

$73 8 $500 Beijing, China

$9 8 -- China

$167 8 -- China

Source: PitchBook 
*As of October 31, 2020

Note: Deal value ($M) represents the cumulative value of all deals with a disclosed value in which the named investor participated.

Investor Deal value ($M) Deal count AUM ($M) HQ



Inves tment Trends Repor t 11

Education
Background

Edtech companies have focused primarily 
on supplementing rather than supplanting 
traditional educational models, with 
disruption resembling cheaper, digitized, 
and widely accessible instruction delivery 
methods. Market observers estimate the 
global edtech spend at $163.0 billion in 
2019 and expect it to reach $404.0 billion 
at a 16.3% CAGR by 2025.1

Category leaders seeing 
outsized growth and 
investor interest
 
Although fewer edtech deals have closed 
in 2020, capital invested into the sector 
has remained aloft at $9.4 billion YTD, 
concentrated in the industry’s frontrunners, 
including leaders in personal learning 
environments (PLEs), learning management 
systems (LMSs), and open educational 
resources (OERs). CVCs have been quite 
active in the sector, participating in no 
less than $4.6 billion of 2020’s mammoth 
total. Understandably, most of that record 
sum has funneled into the late stage, which 
received $8.9 billion alone. Massive deals 
with mature edtech providers in Asia have 
skewed that the total considerably. India-
based BYJU’s, for example, raised over $1 
billion across three venture rounds YTD. 
Unacademy, also based in India, raised 
two rounds in 2020 for a combined $260 
million. Achieving further scale can compel 
innovation in automation of analytics 
pertaining to efficacy and measurement 
overall. A useful example is online post-
secondary education application platform 
AppBoard, which raised a CAD100 million 
Series C in May 2020 and straddles the 
arenas of scaling and infrastructure in 
different measures.
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Edtech VC deal activity with CVC participation

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

Source: PitchBook |Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020

1: “Global Edtech Market to Reach $404B by 2025 – 16.3% CAGR,” HolonIQ, August 6, 2020
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Novel tools and systems
 
The presiding technical innovations in 
this space have centered on creating a 
more robust, interactive digital education 
experience to support the lived experience 
of in-classroom instruction. Recent advances 
have provided greater personalization 
of each student’s curriculum while 
demonstrating the efficacy of asynchronous 
communication and curriculum delivery. 
Investors are still funding budding efforts 
in gamification and improvements to the 
broader ecosystem around education 
choices and measurement of student 
engagement. Examples include education 
program search platform Noodle Partners’ 
$16 million deal in summer 2020 and 
children’s learning platform HOMER’s $50 
million deal at the end of September. A 
steady stream of liquidity has also flowed 
through this space, exemplified by John 
Wiley & Sons’ $57 million acquisition of 
interactive learning materials developer 
zyBooks in 2019.

Likewise, market-leading Kahoot!, based 
in Norway, publicly listed in 2019 and 
boasts a market cap of $3 billion as of 
this writing. Kahoot! exemplifies the core 
conceit of gamification: Play not only 
makes learning more fun than conventional 
curricula delivery methods but helps students 
to remember and digest learning outcomes 
a bit better than traditional pedagogy. In a 

Education
bid to gain greater market share, Kahoot! 
has introduced options for the enterprise 
to facilitate learning and integrates with 
workplace communications leaders Slack 
and Zoom. The company’s clients include 
Amazon, 3M, and Intel, among others in the 
Fortune 500.

Alternative learning 
platforms

More interesting from the perspective of 
innovations in both models and tools is 
the rise of nontraditional curricula such as 
that offered by MasterClass. The company 
raked in a $100 million Series E in May 
2020. Increasingly, much like veteran 
journalists turning to platforms such as 
Substack to launch their own brands, 
companies are offering lauded instructors 
or celebrities technical suites to proffer a 
range of materials to the digital masses. In 
addition, more tech companies are now 
also partnering with established providers 
such as Coursera or launching their own 
educational series to augment their talent 
pipelines. These moves seek to provide 
bespoke certifications in IT skills. Grow 
with Google, an initiative the tech giant 
expanded earlier in 2020, offers career 
certifications in areas such as project 
management following the success of their IT 
Support Specialist certification program.

Meanwhile, companies such as 
Springboard are partnering with employers 
to offer their bootcamps in data science, 
analytics, design, and coding. Although 
several incumbents, including General 
Assembly, have led the way here, startups 
continue to elbow deeper into this space, 
as funding continues to fuel the growth 
of companies with the potential to blur 
the lines between edtech and workforce 
innovation. Upskilling specialist Degreed, 
founded in 2012 and funded by some of the 
top firms in our rankings, has raised $194 
million to date, including its latest financing 
in September in a late-stage round led by 
Owl Ventures. The company’s LMS uses 
data science to assess and assign learning 
opportunities to cultivate underutilized talent.
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Workforce Innovation
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Background

After a blockbuster 2019, venture activity 
within the workforce innovation sector has 
subsided somewhat in 2020, likely due 
to investor caution around COVID-19’s 
economic impacts. 

Better employee training 
and talent development

In a trend accelerated by the pandemic’s 
impact, businesses have had to translate 
coaching and training to the virtual world. 
Performance management platforms, such 
as Lattice, which recently raised $45 million 
at a valuation of $445 million, aims to 
provide managers with actionable data 
for coaching. The company’s employee 
engagement platform uses real-time surveys 
to help HR teams leverage data analytics to 
determine if initiatives are impactful. Other 
platforms may expand into niches but also 
try using analytics to glean insights from 
the mounting behavioral data generated 
throughout the workday.

Startups premised on sticky SaaS-based 
business models are addressing other 
workforce innovation challenges while 
securing significant funding and acquisition 
interest. Galvanize, a developer of SaaS-
based governance, risk management, 
and compliance software, has raised $50 
million as of this writing to deliver a platform 
for reliable, transparent execution of 
organizational strategy. Revature, purchased 
by Investcorp in 2019, had raised $20 
million from Eden Capital and University 
Ventures, among others. The company’s 
talent development platform helps university 
students and graduates acquire the 
knowledge and skills required of technology 
professionals. CareAcademy raised $10 
million in June at a $17 million pre-money 
valuation. It provides online training for 
senior home care professionals in subjects 
ranging from nutrition to infection control.

Transitioning work models 
to remote environments

Beyond competing with more traditional 
training tools provided by incumbents, 
workforce innovation companies now have 
a heightened sense of urgency triggered 
by COVID-19 to enter new arenas and 
meet sudden demand increases. Virtual 
whiteboard provider Miro has raised more 
than $75 million as of this writing and 
secured a $725 million valuation following 
its $50 million Series B in April 2020. Its 
customer base and headcount exploded 
in 2020 as businesses sought digital tools 
to recreate the freeform flow of in-person 
brainstorms. AI-based tech developer 
Gamalon is aiming at helping e-commerce 
and manufacturing companies train machine 
intelligence systems on smaller data samples 
to offset the challenges inherent in wrangling 
and cleaning vast datasets. 
 

Reducing costs and 
freeing up resources via 
automation

The creation of tools to automate routine 
tasks is still an investment focal point. Given 
the range of business opportunities within 
the HR management space, clear winners 
may have yet to emerge in any category. 
All the same, the labor-intensive process of 
identifying and placing talent is undergoing 
a significant facelift. Emerging technologies 
such as AI & ML and blockchain are helping 
HR departments to automate much of that 
work, surfacing and tracking a set of the 
most promising prospects from vast pools 
of candidates for review. But the value of 
analog-rooted approaches remains intact, 
albeit mediated by a growing set of de 
rigueur technologies deployed by online 
HR platforms, including video conferencing 
and chatbots for preliminary candidate 
screenings. Rippling, which provides an 
employee management platform to help 
reduce administrative work, just attracted 
a $145 million Series B in early August, 
notching a $1.2 billion pre-money 
valuation. Other intriguing companies 
that recently received funding include 
FarEye, which proffers a cloud-based 
field workforce management platform, 
and Thriver, which operates an enterprise 
platform for the management of company 
culture programs and engagement tools.
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Median workforce innovation VC deal 
size ($M) by stage

Workforce innovation VC deal activity 
with CVC participation

Source: PitchBook | Geography: Global 
*As of October 31, 2020
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