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Rebecca Griffiths (00:00):
Welcome everyone. I'm so pleased to be here today with Meaghan Duff, and David Yaskin. We're going to talk about scaling evidence-based practices and products in postsecondary education, which is a really interesting challenge, one that both Meaghan and David have extensive experience with and we're really excited to be able to learn from their past experiences working through these challenges.
(00:27):
To provide some background, Meaghan, is currently Vice President of Programs at Minerva Project and leads Learning Innovation Strategy Design and Implementation from Minerva's postsecondary education partnerships worldwide. Together with her team of learning experts, she ensures that students and instructors at partner institutions benefit from Minerva's best in class pedagogy, curriculum and tools. Across her career in higher education at Blackboard, the APLU, EverFi, EDUCAUSE, Faculty Guild and as an independent consultant, Meaghan, has worked in partnership with colleges and universities to improve educational quality and access through digital learning.
(01:06):
And she has also taught online for the University of Massachusetts Boston since 2003. So Meaghan brings a lot of perspectives as a practitioner as well as in her work as an entrepreneur and working with nonprofit initiatives to promote use of personalized learning technologies.
(01:25):
Also, delighted to welcome David Yaskin, who is currently CEO Coach and Consultant for Ed Tech Coaching LLC. David Yaskin is a well-known innovator in enterprise education technology. From 1999 to 2007, he ran Blackboard's product strategy, increasing the number of students using their technology for course management to 13 million annually. So that's real scale.
(01:49):
From 2007 to 2015, he created and led Starfish Retention Solutions, the first enterprise student success platform, which currently supports over 500 institutions. David has been a frequent participant in student success initiatives sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the White House and the National Science Foundation. He is also the author of nine US patents. So all very cool. So to begin with, I want to pose a general question. How would you characterize the landscape for Ed Tech in postsecondary education?
Meaghan Duff (02:24):
Thanks, Rebecca. I would say that the current landscape in Ed Tech in postsecondary education is in a stage of transition. The advent of AI solutions has really invigorated a lot of the historic providers of Ed Tech into higher education. It's also because of the fast moving nature of AI. It's created an opening for new companies to come in and to look at the problems higher education's trying to solve with some new angles.
(02:58):
Although we see a lot of action in the market, it's not clear really who has momentum. We still have a lot of big players first in the large commercial publishers who have brought to market some very compelling technologies or acquired earlier stage companies that had feature sets that they wanted to put into their portfolio.
(03:20):
And then we have the big LMS companies, which continue to be a real gateway for higher education institutions, faculty and students to get their actual hands on a lot of these technologies. We see the market is fairly under capitalized, meaning there's not a lot of venture capital and investment dollars flowing into postsecondary education right now. So it's not completely clear who's going to be ascendant. Are we going to see a return to the norms that we've had in the past with large publishers and LMS companies really driving the market or some of these inventive earlier stage companies really going to get traction, build a market, and become larger, more successful organizations?
David Yaskin (04:07):
I think their focus of the market has been for many years now on student success, and that's an important focus that they, no matter how you measure it, whether it's graduation rates or using your degree in your first job and getting a decent salary, I think that's an important focus. And for the last few years there's been a lot of traction around equity programs trying to focus on diversity, equity, inclusiveness as an important area of growth in higher education.
Rebecca Griffiths (04:45):
Thank you both. That's really helpful. Just to kind of get a sense of the lay of the land. David, I want to pick up on something you just said and ask what your perspectives are about whether and how Ed Tech products can be a tool for equity. So for example, supporting students from historically marginalized backgrounds. And I know there are some initiatives underway right now to try to design digital learning products with equity at the center, and I'm interested to hear if you have a sense of what that means, how that process might look different from traditional product development?
David Yaskin (05:20):
Equity has been an important key component for over a decade in higher education products and the focus of higher education. I've been lucky enough to be involved in companies that have been able to promote equity. So maybe I'll give you an answer to your question by giving some examples.
(05:38):
The company Starfish that I was involved in provided holistic student service support to students across the board. And one of the things that we discovered is that first generation students, which make up 43% of students entering college, their parents did not to college, that they often are reluctant to show the institution their problems and challenges. They feel like if they're identified, maybe that'll be a way in which they will get weeded out of school.
(06:10):
However, when your parents went to college, you understand that there are vast amount of resources available. So by creating the Starfish product, which was able to make the success network of every student clearly available to them, make it easy to schedule appointments to see when they needed help, to see when they were being successful already, it really helped to simplify that process and include many more first generation students than has been before in the process of receiving help from the institutions.
(06:41):
Similarly, the product that I was involved in, Faculty Guild was focused on improving pedagogy so that if you were a part-time student, if you worked, if had many, many distractions and less time to focus, the quality of instruction was such that it could be more engaging, it could be more relevant to your background, which may be different from others at the institution that these teaching skills brought in through technology and through hard work of faculty was able to really allow for typically marginalized groups of students to benefit in ways that had a bigger impact on them than any other student.
Rebecca Griffiths (07:21):
Great. Meaghan, anything to add?
Meaghan Duff (07:24):
I'd say that one of the impacts in the last 10 years has been the flow of philanthropic dollars into postsecondary education with a specific focus on historically marginalized populations. Whether that's through Lumina or the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation or others, the combined impact of those investments has begun to shape the technology products that are coming to market. They have been successful in bringing people of color into the development cycles as product managers.
(08:04):
They have invested on the campus side in institutions that are serving large percentages of historically marginalized people in ways that we're building a critical mass of experience that will largely benefit I think one day all of higher education, but is having a disproportionate impact already on what we're seeing in terms of impact on these students.
(08:32):
I think it remains to be seen if they can keep pace. We know there is a demographic cliff coming in higher education and it will be increasingly important for all institutions to reach out and recruit a type of student they may not have welcomed in the past as their ideal student. So it will be interesting to see whether or not the technology is an enabler of that process or maybe somehow disconnected from it, which I think would be a real disappointment.
Rebecca Griffiths (09:06):
As an aside, I think that philanthropic support is really important. I've been for the LEARN Network, which is another effort that SRI leads for the US Department of Education. I've been interviewing a number of leaders of Ed Tech products and one of the things I've noticed about them is they spent years living on very reduced incomes while they were getting their products off the ground.
(09:34):
And there's a long period where they're trying to build a team, they're trying to cobble together some funding from grants, seed funding, some philanthropic sources, but a really important factor for some of them was that they had worked in the private sector before launching these enterprises, had some personal resources that they could rely upon during those years when they were not receiving a lot of income.
(10:00):
And that's just not feasible for most people. And I think the lack of support for entrepreneurs who are developing these kinds of mission driven products could really limit the diversity of people who are leading these enterprises and thus their understanding of the lives of students that they're aiming to serve and the communities they aim to serve. So I think having that philanthropic investment that hopefully is enabling, as you said, enabling those development efforts to bring together more diverse leadership is really valuable.
David Yaskin (10:40):
I think the Ed Tech incubators as well and accelerators are doing a similar thing. It's no longer that you call up your father's friend and meet a venture capitalist. Now you can meet venture capitalists by enrolling in these programs. They provide some financial support for the participants. It really makes it a much broader access to become a great developer within higher ed.
Rebecca Griffiths (11:05):
That's a great point. So Meaghan, you identified a number of challenges that face aspiring entrepreneurs in the postsecondary education landscape that you have these LMS gatekeepers, the lack of capitalization. What advice would you give aspiring entrepreneurs who are launching Ed Tech companies into this landscape about breaking into the market?
Meaghan Duff (11:30):
Oh, such a great question. I think it depends in part on whether you are selling to the enterprise. So are you a business to business company focused on perhaps an annual subscription license sale to an institution or a higher education system, in say a state? And if you are, it is important to build relationships at the highest level within those institutions that you can achieve.
(11:58):
So if you have teaching and learning focused educational technologies, you want to really think about the provost's office. And large institutions it could be vice chancellors focused on different elements of academic affairs, undergraduate education, general education. If you are a B2C company, you want to think about how can you market your solution broadly to the types of students that are going to be most resonant with the technologies that you're offering and the pains that your solution's going to solve for them. And how do you then do so at a price point that is going to enable them to not just access your product and use it one time, but to have an ongoing relationship with your company.
(12:45):
So you need to think very deliberately about what's the cost to acquire an end user, a student user of my platform, and then to maintain or sustain that subscription over time. It can be very difficult. Historically, the most successful companies in postsecondary education in the United States have been B2B companies that have sold at the enterprise level, usually on an annual subscription basis with multi-year contracts.
(13:18):
The sales cycles for those kinds of relationships can be quite long. And so we usually think that coming into a conference for example, where you're talking to lots of different perspective buyers, trying to figure out what are the institutions that are likely to champion your kind of product? Take a stage at a subsequent conference, have faculty who will present with you on the success of the solution that they've piloted with you and then really be able to amplify those benefits to their peer institutions.
(13:54):
Selling in higher education for an early stage company with a passionate entrepreneur is an effort that takes just a lot of diligence and determination. There will be many doors that will shut, but it is a big market and you can get important doors to open. But you want to think really hard about which institutions are you investing in your own time and are they likely to be advocates for you and tell your story down the road because those are going to be the most valuable early clients that you can get.
Rebecca Griffiths (14:30):
I want to come back to the enterprise, the enterprise option because David, I think you have exceptional experience with that. But before we do that, I wanted to come back to your B2C and B2B terminology, which I understand is business to business and business to consumer. But my understanding is that postsecondary is a little more complicated because you have this agency issue where faculty are often making choices about what students should buy for their classes.
(14:58):
So can you say a little bit more about how entrepreneurs should think about who their customers are and whose needs they should really be most focused on when they're trying to break into a new market?
Meaghan Duff (15:10):
Well, I'd invite David to come in here as well. So I'll answer briefly. In a B2B business, you want to think of your faculty as users and adopters first, but they are not the payor, they are not the person that is going to pay out of pocket for that solution. It will either be licensed by their institution or more typically a fee that their students will pay to get access to the technology or other content that might flow through that technology.
(15:43):
So you need to think of those as your first gateway client because without them you will not have access to the larger market of students that would be using your solution. But at the end of the day, it really matters whether the institution will enable your product on their platforms, particularly their LMS platform and whether you have good integration capabilities between your solution and the LMS or the other systems of record that the campus will be using across the institution.
David Yaskin (16:18):
I think the question is not whether faculty will use your product, but whether the CIO and the Chief Academic Officer believe faculty will use your product.
Rebecca Griffiths (16:30):
Can you elaborate on that, David? Because we often think of faculty as having autonomy over what materials they use in their classrooms, maybe what technologies they use in their classrooms. Why do they need the CIO to buy into what they want to do?
David Yaskin (16:45):
For security reasons, for scalability reasons, for cost reasons. Centralized enterprise technology is becoming more and more pervasive. I remember meeting with UCLA at EDUCAUSE many, many years ago, and they were proud to talk about their 12 different course management systems they had on campus. Institutions no longer allow each department or college to adopt their own technology.
(17:11):
There are still some examples of research institutions that are highly well-funded, but most organizations can't afford to maintain 12 different enterprise systems that do the same thing. So there's a lot of centralization and therefore the technology that you're going to use in your classroom has to at least be compatible with the enterprise systems, if not in fact provide it as an enterprise system.
Rebecca Griffiths (17:33):
Interesting. So as a faculty member, you can't just decide, "I'm going to use McGraw Hill Connect or Pearson, My Math Labs." You would need to run that by the IT department to make sure those products are compatible with their IT systems.
David Yaskin (17:52):
There are often options that enable individual faculty member to make a local adoption, but then that particular product will not be integrated in, so you have to have separate logins. The grades that are received there may not automatically flow back into the grade book of the class and then ultimately to the registrar system. Those kinds of enhancements often will drive the faculty to not... Just maybe start out experimenting and higher ed loves innovation, they love experimenting, but ultimately there is a shift towards a central approach towards many of these kinds of solutions.
Rebecca Griffiths (18:26):
Interesting.
Meaghan Duff (18:27):
So if you are an early stage company, it can be very advantageous to recruit faculty from a single institution and try to get, say a dozen or so using your technology and then go to that administration. To David's point, the provost or the CIO, and ask them to enable that technology and a license relationship more broadly because then your sale is more of an adoption. It isn't necessarily getting the faculty member to make a case for you or go themselves to the IT organization and ask them to turn on technologies.
(19:07):
Most faculty don't understand how integration agents work on LMS platforms or what needs to happen to be able to have a tool available to them. But if you can do the hard work upfront to get a relationship with the school, one of the things that can be prerequisite to that is demonstrating to that school that there's interest among the faculty in a department or a college to use that kind of tool. And so you really have to press on both fronts.
(19:36):
You have to recruit the individual faculty to be your users and ultimately your champions. At the same time, you have to be working with the institution to enable that technology to be available in a more broad based way and to ease your sales and adoption efforts down the road.
David Yaskin (19:52):
And it expands beyond just that single adoption. Often the way in which higher education learns about technology is they go to conferences and they have their peers and they find out what are you doing? What's new, what's working, what is getting good adoption and good efficacy from your faculty? But often they will actually focus that in on let's look at organizations that are like us technology wise so that I know that that technology won't be a barrier so that once you get a good institution with a given kind of local course management system, then other users of that course management system will hear about it at that local conference and that'll spread. So central technology driven adoption is a wonderful way of scaling.
Rebecca Griffiths (20:38):
Yeah, it's interesting. We've experienced this to some extent as researchers in that some of the studies that we have wanted to conduct for the Postsecondary Teaching with Technology Collaborative involved specific technologies with specific affordances. And so we wanted to understand how those affordances were impacting students in those classrooms, and we very quickly found that faculty were not interested in doing tests with technologies that were not already supported by their IT departments.
(21:09):
They wanted to make sure that they could integrate with the learning management system that if they had technical issues or students had technical issues, that there was somebody they could turn to on campus. So I think your point about needing to have central supports or buy-in from the CIO and that unit, that really resonates.
David Yaskin (21:33):
But I want to say though, many institutions are willing to innovate and adopt new technology. So while it is important to have a connection and interoperability with these central components, it doesn't mean that you are shut out from introducing new ideas because both faculty, chief academic officers, CIOs, they want to be on the cutting edge. They want to do what's best for the students and what's new and what is based on the research that's out there today. So that innovation will help you drive adoption too.
Rebecca Griffiths (22:07):
Well, David, coming back to you on the topic of enterprise software, you have done what not very many people have been able to do, which is to launch a new very successful enterprise software company, Starfish. And I wanted to ask if you could share some of the strategies you used in order to get that company off the ground, to break into this new market and really to help create a new market.
David Yaskin (22:33):
Thank you for that. One of the things that I think was most important is that we were able to identify an area of higher education that had significant research but had significant lack of support by technology. At the time that we joined the idea of portals was very well known. The idea of course management systems, lecture capture, there were all of these systems out there that there were multiple competitors.
(22:59):
But when you looked across the landscape, there were very few tools for advising and tutoring and those tools tended to be standalone departmental solutions. They didn't integrate with the enterprise, which as we said earlier will limit their adoption. So what we did is we found the greatest, latest and greatest research about what works in terms of advising and student services and started building software to support those capabilities. And the thing that surprised me is we often would reach out to researchers, to heads of associations and they take your call.
(23:36):
It's higher education, people are friendly, they care about innovation. I was shocked. And so by having access to the people that are on the cutting edge of research that want to spread their ideas, by taking that research and being able to coherently explain to, once again these chief academic officers and these heads of IT, that you are embodying the work that their faculty have done and faculty that they know across the country to make the student experience better, it sparks an interest in them.
(24:09):
So I think this idea of having a strong research basis for what you do and collaborating with those researchers opens a significant number of doors and that's what we did.
Rebecca Griffiths (24:22):
I recall from an earlier conversation that you also were very strategic about in your outreach efforts that you identified certain patterns in when institutions would have funding streams available to purchase advising systems or might be open to trying something new. Can you share a little bit about what sorts of strategies you pursued, what worked well for you?
David Yaskin (24:49):
Yes. If we look at the various criteria, performance, reliability, cost, usability. Having performance a good research basis is only the starting point. One of the biggest barriers for adoption is finding institutions that have the budgets. So how can we know of the four to 5,000 institutions out there, which ones are ready to do something about this new technology, about AI, about advising, about a new inequity initiative?
(25:18):
And the way to do that is there's often federal and philanthropic funds that are given out to institutions. Those things like Title V grants, Title III grants are publicly available. You can look at a database of who received a five-year grant and know in the second year they're going to start spending the money on technology. Their synopsis is online, it's so useful or starting to track some of the philanthropic's that often will do pilots of, "Let's take 30 or 40 institutions and try something new on that."
(25:50):
If your product is compatible with that particular approach, then it's a great door to knock on as opposed to many, many other doors where their funding cycles are, "I'm down." Another approach that was very, very helpful is that unlike most businesses, the strategic plan for the organization is published on the web. A new president provost comes in, they rethink what is appropriate, they create a new strategic plan, get buy-in, and then there's funding sources available to support that strategic plan.
(26:20):
If your particular product aligns well with that strategic plan or initiative in that plan, then it's much easier to get funding. It's not just important to have a product that performs, but a product that there is money to buy at is critically important.
Rebecca Griffiths (26:36):
Yeah, those are great tips. Meaghan, I wanted to turn to some of the software that that is used within the classrooms. You've had a lot of experience with courseware through the Personalized Learning Initiative. Did I get the name right? At APLU and through the consulting that I think you did with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, I'd love to hear your take on how courseware has evolved and where you see it going.
Meaghan Duff (27:04):
Sure. I was an early, I think, evangelist for courseware. I continue to be a champion for that product category among classroom tools. We know from the research conducted by SRI and Titan Partners and other organizations that the efficacy of those products is quite high, particularly when they have had several cycles of development and improvement over time.
(27:37):
And we also know from the experience of the COVID-19 crisis that faculty and students who were using courseware already found the transition to fully distance education and virtual learning to be much more manageable than those faculty and students who had been in a primarily face-to-face or even exclusively face-to-face environment.
(28:02):
I will say that I have been surprised that courseware has not been more ascendant following the pandemic as a result of those learnings and the experiences that people had. Part of it I think relates to the fact that many of the initial companies that were active in the courseware space have been acquired by larger companies, particularly commercial publishers. And they may or may not be marketed as a flagship tool any longer and may simply be a product or even now an enabling technology in a larger portfolio of more content focused solutions.
(28:39):
I think we are also finding that the adaptive courseware and the promise of adaptivity to be able to take content together with embedded assessment and present learners with an experience that's going to meet them where they are and help remediate them in place, give them a kind of formative feedback as they're working through the content in the courseware, has largely been subverted by the promise of AI.
(29:09):
And vendors are now really thinking about less, how do I make my technology adaptive and rather how do I make my technology powered by AI or in some cases AI resistant, depending on the focus of the tool. And so I won't say that I think the innovation stopped on the courseware front, but it is possible that the energy around courseware has shifted into other directions.
(29:41):
I think of my own use of courseware as something that I will continue to do, but I have married the courseware products that I've used with other AI powered technologies that are serving some of the other needs that I have for my largely asynchronous courses, particularly discussion type tools that are helping students learn to write better, giving them more critical feedback as they're going through the writing process.
Rebecca Griffiths (30:09):
It's really interesting. It's interesting, especially to me that you distinguish between the adaptivity of the courseware and AI powered tools because I sort of imagine that those things would be very compatible, that embedding AI technology in courseware would enhance the adaptivity and using large language models would improve the ability of those systems to predict what kinds of support students need. Do you see that happening or do you think there's sort of a divergence happening there?
Meaghan Duff (30:44):
I haven't seen that happen yet with the courseware that I have been using myself and following. I think it's likely, it's still very early days to have an AI powered courseware tool that has come to market and been used broadly enough to now have really been demonstrating kind of results, it's early yet. In two years perhaps, 18 months to 24 months I think we'll have more insight into that. But it really will relate to where the investment dollars are going to flow.
(31:19):
Will a company that owns a courseware tool or a company that is developing for the courseware market choose to invest its AI efforts into the adaptive presentation of content and assessment, or will they tend to go in a different direction easing the grading burdens for faculty, helping students develop a set of skills that transcend the content, a focus of a particular course or unit or lessen?
(31:52):
I think we have to really give the market some time to see how it reacts to these new AI tools, which companies survive and thrive, and how do those features make their way into the products that end up having the most mass appeal.
David Yaskin (32:11):
Rebecca, part of that may be just the packaging and marketing of it. I'll give you an example. Part of our initial research is we found that contact with a faculty member outside of the classroom was a significant factor in a student success. So we said, "Let's create an office hours product that made it really easy for faculty to connect with students and the student to know you'll be available and be able to take notes and have great capability."
(32:40):
And it was a great product and nobody wanted it. Faculty simply didn't have enough interest in making office hours better, but we took that same technology and we used it for advisors and all of a sudden it was a godsend and so many institutions wanted it. So it's not necessarily just the technology and the algorithms, but it's the way in which it's packaged within a broader context and marketed that sometimes impacts things. So AI in one box may not be acceptable, but half of that AI in another box may be the best thing ever for an institution.
Rebecca Griffiths (33:14):
That's a really interesting story and it brings to mind so many stories I've heard of entrepreneurs making pivots as they develop products and find out what sticks in the market, what doesn't, and sort of iterating through product development process.
(33:31):
I think there's an experience that some students have, especially in online courses where it's sort of a to-do list, and so they sort of have to work through this set of assignments and it's just really just checking things off as they go through them. And I wonder how that might change with AI when there are now options that students might be able to draw upon to tick off a lot of those boxes. It brings to mind a conversation I had with a high school student about how they would feel about their teacher using these sort of automated tools to give them feedback on their essays.
(34:07):
And this student said, "Well, that doesn't make much sense to me because then you'll have students using ChatGBT to write their papers and you'll have teachers using AI to grade the papers and so nobody's really getting anything out of that." Which reminded me of I think what Ezra Klein is called the Boring Apocalypse Scenario with AI.
(34:26):
But I think it does renew the importance of figuring out how to inspire students about what they're learning in these classes as opposed to just all the boxes they have to tick off to get through the assignments. And I don't know, Meaghan, if you've had any experience with this in your years of teaching language courses?
Meaghan Duff (34:48):
I think we should be careful to not over-generalize from a traditional age student's point of view. There are post-traditional age students that deeply value the checklist as they're working through required courses in pursuit of a nursing degree, or a business degree, or the completion of a course that's going to allow them to enroll in a master's program. So I think we need to be careful about audience.
(35:18):
There is some research that suggests that even when students know that the feedback is coming from a chatbot or some other automated tool, that the feedback is still valuable. I think what's important is we are transparent with our students about what is AI powered feedback or engagement and what is human provided feedback and engagement.
(35:44):
What the AI can really do for an instructor in service of their learners is help them understand what are my learners curious about and what interventions do they need to see? And instead of me sort of trying to generalize from the demographics of my student community, my class, and throwing a dart at a board and hoping I hit some number of students with the choice I make around our topic for the day, perhaps the AI helps me understand what are the entry points that are going to be most inspirational for my students and gets me there faster, so that it's a little less hit or miss in how I am engaging with them with the admittedly limited time that we have in the context of a single class period or week in a course.
Rebecca Griffiths (36:36):
That's a great reminder that our students are coming from lots of different backgrounds and lots of different stages of life and just need different things and value different things.
(36:46):
I wanted to go back, David, I really appreciated your description of how research was part of the foundation or the inspiration for the Starfish system you developed. I wanted to ask you both if you could talk about the role you see research playing in product design and development and how you would advise entrepreneurs, especially those who don't have a research background, to engage with research in their product design development and testing?
David Yaskin (37:15):
Let me start out with what is not as important in higher ed, but classically very important in K12. Having published research in randomized control trials or a lesser method about the efficacy of your products does not necessarily drive the kind of adoption behavior you would imagine.
(37:34):
Higher ed wants to make sure that when they make an investment in their products, a central product in particular, that there's going to be wide adoption by their faculty. And the evidence that they're looking for is, "Is there another institution similar to mine that was a peer institution that's used that technology and seeded wide adoption and seed some kind of impact?" And if you can have that kind of data, which possibly could be generated through research data, but it's more important than a very clinical approach towards getting that same data.
(38:08):
Faculty need to use the products and if the product is in fact based on research so that we know if you do A, B and C that classically that will generate the result that you're looking for. As long as your product is following those steps, then higher ed cares so they want to see is the basis of this solution based on research. And you can get so many amazing sources both available online or available through great contacts with innovative researchers that are being very personable and friendly with you.
(38:44):
But what's most important is that it ultimately makes an impact and that you can package that impact in the terms of case studies and references so that other institutions then will adopt as well.
Meaghan Duff (38:56):
In a very early stage of recruiting faculty, providing an opportunity for a well-positioned instructor to conduct research with you can be extremely attractive. The Science of Teaching and Learning provides an opportunity for faculty at all different kinds of higher ed institutions to really engage meaningfully as researchers.
(39:19):
I think we should also look not just at the feature sets of the products from a research perspective, but also the implementation of those products from a research perspective. So when you're working with your early adopter faculty partners, what kind of change management was required for them to use your solution? What are the documented best practices for implementing your technology? How can you reduce the friction for students in gaining access to that technology and having it on day one?
(39:50):
These kinds of research questions are not necessarily what we would consider to be a conventional research question in a formal study, but will go a long way in your sales and marketing, to David's point, to help you know how to position your solution and support your partners and then drive that broader adoption as you scale.
David Yaskin (40:13):
I'll give another example where we started seeing in the northeast of the United States, just a lot of schools come to us and saying, "We heard about your product, we're really interested in it. We want to see demo of it." And that kept seemed to be happening over and over again for the course of a year.
(40:30):
And as we drilled in and we started finding out like, "Well, what brought you to us?" We were proud and hopeful that it was our marketing that did so, but often it was this single professor who had done research with our products that just went to a lot of conferences and they talked about our product at a lot of conferences and a lot of people heard, and with no voice of our company at all, that simply spread the word about us and generated leads, which were very helpful.
Rebecca Griffiths (40:59):
Those are great stories. We need to wrap up, but I wanted to ask if there's anything else that you would like to say about or think it's important for people to know about scaling Ed Tech in postsecondary education, where the opportunities are, how to navigate the challenges, what makes this worthwhile?
Meaghan Duff (41:24):
Oh, I think it's worthwhile because of the impact that you can have even in slow moving markets like postsecondary education. We are serving 20 million plus learners annually, and that's just in postsecondary education. If you add in graduate and executive education even more. So, I think impact for sure. I also think it's a deeply exciting time to be working in technology.
(41:55):
AI is one of those factors, but the globalization of higher education is pushing all postsecondary markets into new frontiers as we really confront what true scale means when we look at the rise of new universities in the global south and other parts of the developing world. So it's a really exciting time to work in this space.
(42:19):
The other thing that really comes to mind around what's it important to think about, and many of David's life experiences, an example of highlighted this, your first idea for what your product is going to be, it may not be the product that ultimately resonates with the market or hits for you as a company.
(42:39):
And so I think continuing to be flexible and be willing to evolve what you think the necessary solutions are and having that flexibility be a hallmark of working with you can pay dividends down the road. It can keep you in business when your first idea may not get as much traction as you had hoped.
David Yaskin (43:04):
And I would keep in mind some of the comments that Meaghan made about the difference between business to consumer versus business to business, business models. In higher ed business to business is one of the best ways to get things to scale. You sell to an institution and they have all of their 500 faculty or a thousand faculty start using it within a few months, that's great. But it's not necessarily the best product that gets the customer.
(43:30):
It's the product that is functional based on research, but also has great marketing and sales. So when you're thinking about as an early stage company where you're investing, don't forget the business aspects of hiring a quality set of salespeople.
(43:46):
The second thing to think about, which we've seen over and over again is once you're successful, all of a sudden you have all these customers and you haven't figured out your business operational practices of how you support them. And things slow down and bugs don't get fixed and customers get angry. So make sure you are ready to support the customer from an operational perspective.
(44:07):
But lastly, I would say it's just if you make all these appropriate investments in all these decisions, higher education is the engine that drives society. A student that attends a community college gets associate degree, it's going to earn 300,000 more dollars in their lifetime. A student that gets a bachelor's is going to earn a million more dollars in their lifetime. These things are critically important.
(44:31):
I remember when I went to an important Gates meeting, they asked, what is the single factor that will determine whether a student that's low income will, in fact, when they leave their lives, get into the middle class? What gives you access to middle class? And the answer was, it's not your race. It's not your gender, it's whether your mother went to college or not. So think about that.
(44:59):
If we can have more mothers go to college, we are going to improve society and have more people in the middle class, which is a good thing.
Rebecca Griffiths (45:08):
That's a very powerful observation and a reminder about the importance of the work we're doing. So I want to thank you again, both of you. This has been a great conversation. I think you both have so much wisdom and experience. I'm really glad to be able to share it with our community. So thank you.
David Yaskin (45:27):
It's a pleasure, Rebecca.
Meaghan Duff (45:28):
Thanks for bringing this together, Rebecca.

	Expo Video 4 Full (Completed  03/21/24)
Transcript by Rev.com
	Page  of 



