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Investment Trends in K-12 Education: 
A US Perspective

What are the current key trends in the US K-12 market?

The impact of the pandemic is still being felt in a 
number of ways: there are wider learning gaps within 
classes; there is strong evidence that student mental 
wellbeing suffered during the pandemic years with 
the effects now being felt in the classroom; and 
many teachers are finding these additional stresses 
overwhelming and are leaving the profession.  

On top of this, the federal level Covid funding for 
education, known as ESSER, ends in September 2024 and 
state budgets are largely not increasing, or may even be 
decreasing in real terms. This means that many of the 
programmes and services purchased during the pandemic 
were terminated by school districts in 2023 and this will 
continue, to a lesser extent, into 2024. The ending of 
contracts was especially true for digital programmes that 
supplemented the core curriculum, both because there 
is now a preference for in-person teaching and because 
these programmes often did not deliver results when they 
were relied upon during the pandemic. When budgets are 
tight, districts consistently prioritise teacher retention, 
especially given the current teacher shortages.

Districts are particularly reconsidering their English 
Language Arts (ELA) approach and implementing ‘Science 
of Reading’ programmes, especially in K-5, and we will 
see growth here as the ‘big three’ – California, Texas and 
Florida – prepare for new ELA adoptions in the next few 
years. Districts are also looking at ways to enrich students 
to enhance their “career and college readiness”. There is a 
renewed emphasis on moving away from teaching to the 
lowest common denominator and instead encouraging 
students to push themselves in areas that inspire 
them. Teachers have had a tough few years but their 
commitment to their students’ future is as strong as ever.  

What are the education industry-specific issues 
impacting M&A and investment decisions?

Many education companies missed their projections in 
2023 which led to hand wringing and purse tightening 
by their private equity owners, and leaving investors 
waiting on the sidelines until the waves in education, and 
the economy in general, caused by Covid settled. This, 
coupled with the high cost of capital, led to few deals 
closing in 2023 and a retrenching by strategic players 
around maximising their existing assets.

What changes have investors and acquirers made to 
their strategies in the last 12 months?

The last two years have been overshadowed by the 
high valuations of 2021, rising capital costs and budget 
uncertainty from Covid fallout. 

Investors and acquirers have generally become more 
conservative, with a greater focus on companies with 
high retention rates and profitability. Key indicators 
for school districts are engagement and efficacy of the 
product or service, so naturally investors are looking for 
those same things in their acquisitions.

There has also been a move towards wanting to do 
fewer bigger deals as the K-12 strategic players are 
consolidating, with the likely result that we will see some 
sizable mergers in 2024 as they reach for dominant scale.

Are you seeing more or less M&A and investment 
advisory opportunities than 12 months ago?

With 2024 we see the capital markets improving and 
stabilising interest rates and inflation opening up M&A 
opportunities. This upward trend is counterbalanced by 
a difficult revenue environment in K-12, which began last 
summer with a disappointing sales season and is likely to 
continue this year with ESSER funding expiring. However, 
the gap between seller and buyer valuation expectations 
has closed significantly, making negotiations easier.  

These are conditions that tempt acquirers and investors 
to become more active, but we will have to see how the 
2024 sales season, especially ESSER funding expiring, 
impacts sector expectations for K-12.Catherine can be contacted at: ccahn@tuckercapital.com
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