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FADNAVIS AT EXPRESS ADDA

Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis in conversation with Anant Goenka, Executive
Director, The Indian Express Group, and Vandita Mishra, National Opinion Editor, The Indian
Express, at the Express Adda in Mumbai on Wednesday

Associate Partners

NARENDRA VASKAR

FORMER RBI GOVERNOR SLAMS US OVER FOREIGN STUDENT CURBS

Rajan warns of talent drain in US

SWATI PANDEY
May 28

FORMER RESERVE BANK of
India governor Raghuram Rajan
warnedabout thelong-termrisks
to the US economy if politics
eroded the pipeline of interna-
tional students to American uni-
versities. In an interview with
Bloomberg TV on Wednesday,
Rajan cautioned thatforeignstu-
dent inflows have historically
beenacornerstone of USinnova-
tionand economicleadership,but
thatcurrent policiesriskunravel-
ling thisadvantage.
“TheSergeyBrinsof theworld
came as students and did won-
ders for the US economy,” Rajan
said, pointing to one of the
founders of Google. “To some
extent,the problemistheuniver-
sities haven’t made the case that
they are so central to US growth,
butalsocentral tothedistribution

of that growth?”

Rajan, who is professor of
finance at the University of
Chicago Booth School of Busi-
ness,warned that squeezing for-
eign students could impact job
growth, noting that companies
like Alphabet’s Google employ
thousands, thanks in part to

immigration-linked  talent
pipelines.
At the heart of Rajan’s con-

RAGHURAM RAJAN,
FORMER RBI GOVERNOR

The Sergey Brins of the
world came as students
and did wonders for
the US economy

cerns is the ongoing battle
between the White House and
universities — one that initially
centred on elite schools such as
Harvard Universityand Columbia
University over antisemitism —
but that’s morphed into a larger
attack over the role of US higher
education. On Tuesday, the
Trump administration escalated
that fight further by ordering US
embassies worldwide to stop

scheduling interviews for stu-
dent visas as it weighs stricter
vetting of applicants’ social-
media profiles.
“Itisnotagreatenvironment,’
Rajan said, citing rising fears
among academics and adminis-
trators over visa security and
retaliation fromtheWhite House.
“It’s an environment which is
inhibiting the ultimate produc-
tion that the universities con-
tribute to the US economy”’
International  students
accounted for 5.9% of the total
US higher education popula-
tion ofalmost 19 million.Inthe
2023-2024,morethan 1.1 mil-
lion foreign students came to
the US, with India sending the
most, followed by China. Rajan
alsodrewa parallel between the
decisions foreign students
now face and the investment
choices businesses make amid
uncertainty. BLOOMBERG
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The eternal student

WHILE EDTECH LEADERS ADAPT AMID FUNDING WINTER & BACK-TO-CLASSROOM
SHIFT, GAURAV MUNJALHOLDS INVESTOR LEVERAGE WITH CASH STILL IN THE BANK

ANEES HUSSAIN

IF ALL OF INDIA'S edtech
founders from the past
decade were studentsin the
same classroom, theywould
have had some hard lessons
etched into their note-
books. The sector’s post-
Covid exam was brutal,with
the curriculum changing
faster than anyone could
prepare for. The funding
winterand areturn to phys-
ical classrooms rewrote the
rules overnight, forcing
edtech bosses to take tough
decisions.

If Vedantu slashed jobs
to stay afloat, upGrad piv-
oted to corporate skilling
and Byju Raveendran of
Byju’s,once the class topper
with a $22 billion empire,
was forced out in a messy
boardroom battle.Amid the
mayhem, Gaurav Munjal,
co-founder and CEO of
Unacademy, managed to
scrape through, holding
some leverage  with
investors with cash still in
the bank.

Munjal is reportedly
planning to exit his opera-
tionalroleat Unacademyin
thenext 2-3 months.Along
with co-founder Roman
Saini, he is said to be in
advanced discussions with
the board and investors to
spin off Unacademy’s
language learning
app Airlearn into a
separate com-
pany.

While the
deal nitty-
gritty is yet
to be
finalised —
including
whether
Munjal
(3.39%)
and co-
founder

Roman Saini (3.41%) will
continue to hold their
stakes in the company or
cash in to re-invest in Air-
learn — what is clear is that
the founders have emerged
in a position of relative
strength. As someone who
worked closely with Munjal
says, “his will-

ingness  to

own up to his

mance-based job cuts
across the organisation.The
company reduced its work-
force by approximately
70% — to 1,754 by January
2025 from its peak of
around 5,850 employees,
according to Tracxn data.
Each round was precisely
targeted—sales

teams miss-

ing targets,

mistakes has underper-

ensured sur- POI NT forming cate-

vival”. gories,redun-
He  was dant

never a pushover. By the
time Munjal sat down with
FE for an interview in Janu-
ary,hewaswell into execut-
ing a plan to downsize
aggressively, a mandate
that might have been
forced by the board but one
he executed with precision.
He undertook perfor-
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functions—creating the
operational efficiency that
helped preserve 1,200
crore in cash reserves.

On the online front, he
shut down underperform-
ing units like Mastree and
SwiftLearn in K-12, while
focusing on profitable
segments like PrepLadder
and Graphy. Despite his
longstanding reservations

about offline education,
he made what now
seems a necessary com-

promise — a pivot to a

hybrid model. “When
we launched in 2015,
offline wasn’t even on
our radar,” he had said
in January.

As market demands
shifted, Munjal adapted,
trimming segments to a

size where they had a bet-
ter shot at profitability.“We
shut down categories like
SSC and state PSC exams,
focusinginstead onlong-
tail categories like JEE,

UPSC,CA,and CAT, he

explained.The move
led to a 20% de-
growth in online
test prep in
2024 but
pushed the
business
closer to
prof-
itabil-

New Delhi

ity. In 2024, offline con-
tributed 40% of Unacad-
emy’s revenue, with a 60-
70% occupancy rate.

Despite facing criticism
forthelayoffsand the track-
change, the financials
looked compelling: “Two
years ago, we were burning
X1,400 crore annually.
That’sbeenreduced to X300
crorein 2024,and we expect
to bring it below X100 crore
in 2025, he said earlier
this year. “By 2026, we
should be profitable. Pre-
pLadder and Graphy have
been highly successful
and profitable. We still have
1,200 crore cash in
the bank”

Munjal has done what
the board needed: made
Unacademy leaner, Pre-
pLadder and Graphy prof-
itable, and offline centres
viable despite his early
reluctance. And when Air-
Learn showed growth—
70,000 daily active users
and a $2 million annualised
revenue run rate by April
2025—he has chosen to
exit with it.

Sumit Jain inherits a
business that has a good
chance at profitability.
“Offline is fundamentally a
utilisation business—slow
growth, consistent delivery,
and efficiency are the only
ways to win here,” Munjal
had said in January.

In an edtech landscape
littered with dropouts,
his exit proves a valuable
lesson — that sometimes
the best way to survive is
to start all over again.
Whether AirLearn becomes
hisnext A+ oratough retest
is yet to be seen, but his
story could be a playbook
for founders who are faced
with the dilemma of quit-
ting or staying on to fight
it out.



Ajit 29-05-2025
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