
Testing times for edtech

Upskilling firm UpGrad’s offer to buy edtech platform Unacademy in an all-stock 
deal has raised a glimmer of hope for a business that has been floundering since 
post-lockdown back-to-school mandates dented their business models. A funding 
winter since 2022 is yet to show signs of receding. The collapse of Byju’s, India’s first 
high-profile edtech unicorn, amid accusations over questionable corporate govern-
ance and irregular practices, has dimmed the sector’s allure. The post-pandemic 
struggles of platforms such as Unacademy and Noida-based Vedantu, once race-
horses, have not helped the sector’s cause, either. 

The latest deal is UpGrad’s second offer in two months. Talks in January fell 
through after differences over valuation surfaced. Cofounded by entrepreneur and 
film-producer Ronnie Screwvala, UpGrad is said to have proposed an all-stock valu-
ation of $300 million. This was significantly lower than the $2.25 billion that 
Unacademy’s investors were seeking and substantially below its peak valuation of 
$3.4 billion in 2021. In 2024, Unacademy’s talks with Kota-based test-preparation 
major Allen Career Institute fell through for similar reasons. The potential revival 
of the deal (only a term sheet has been signed) should not, however, suggest that the 
sector is headed for recuperation. Further deals are unlikely to take place at the kind 
of headline-grabbing valuations of 2021 and 2022. 

The outlook among investors is that raising fresh rounds of investment would 
entail promoters taking substantial haircuts (which the UpGrad-Unacademy deal 
implies). In 2024, a small bump in edtech funding raised hopes of the funding 
winter coming to an end. But in 2025, the number of deals is reported to have 
dropped to 31 from 48 in 2024 — way below 172 in the 2021 boom year and 95 in 2022 
— and the lowest in a decade. Funding dropped from $572 million in 2024 to $240 
million in 2025 — again, a steep fall from $4.78 billion in 2021 and $2.44 billion in 
2022.  The stock-market performance of Noida-headquartered PhysicsWallah, 
which became the first edtech to list, reflects the outlook. After listing in November 
last year at ~145, the share now languishes at ~80-86. 

In many ways, the edtech sector exemplifies the perils of poor strategic thinking 
both by entrepreneurs and private-equity (PE)/venture-capital (VC) investors. Most 
edtech platforms revelled in hyper-growth during the pandemic years in the K-12 
(kindergarten to Class 12) space as brick-and-mortar schools remained closed 
during the lockdown, riding high on ever higher valuations from PE/VC investors. 
Unsurprisingly, they struggled for relevance in the post-pandemic period, when 
schools reopened. Those in the test-preparation and coaching business have been 
unable to compete against experienced brick-and-mortar institutes. Both Byju’s 
and Unacademy burned cash while attempting a hybrid online/offline model, vig-
orously acquiring startups, and expanding at a pace that ultimately impacted 
quality control. Falling profitability, layoffs, and restructuring inevitably followed. 
Investor preferences, too, seem to gyrate. In the post-pandemic era, upskilling, 
higher education, and professional learning were considered the more profitable 
options for edtech investment.  Now, the advent of artificial intelligence is seeing 
investors pivot towards K-12 education, in which the ability of platforms to offer per-
sonalised education to school students will emerge as a key differentiator. But here, 
too, the funding thaw is yet to be seen.

Creative opportunities

Netflix recently launched a facility of Eyeline Studios in Hyderabad, underscoring 
that India’s animation, visual effects, gaming, and comics (AVGC) industry is 
moving up the value chain. Equipped with advanced visual effects and virtual-pro-
duction infrastructure, the centre will function as part of Eyeline’s global network, 
which includes Los Angeles, Vancouver, London, and Seoul. For India, the signifi-
cance lies not only in the physical investment but also in what it signals. Global stu-
dios now see the country not merely as a low-cost outsourcing base but as a location 
capable of contributing to high-end digital storytelling and production pipelines. 
Hyderabad’s emergence as the site of this investment is itself revealing. As it is, the 
city hosts a mix of technology firms, film studios, and visual-effect companies, pro-
viding the creative and engineering capabilities required for a modern production 
ecosystem. The arrival of Eyeline reinforces the role of such clusters in shaping the 
next phase of India’s creative industries, where film culture, digital technology, and 
global content demand intersect. 

The larger opportunity lies in the rapid expansion of the AVGC ecosystem. India’s 
media & entertainment sector was estimated at around ~2.5 trillion in 2024 and is 
projected to reach about ~3 trillion by 2027. Digital media already accounts for a grow-
ing share of revenues as streaming platforms, gaming networks, and creator-driven 
platforms reshape the way content is produced and consumed. Within this land-
scape, the animation & visual-effect segment alone generated about ~10,300 crore 
in 2024 and is expected to grow at a healthy pace. Gaming, another pillar of the AVGC 
framework, too, is expanding at a faster pace. India’s large base of smartphone users 
and a young population make it one of the world’s largest gaming markets by user 
numbers. Equally important is the sector’s employment potential. The government 
estimates that the sector could require close to two million professionals by 2030, 
reflecting its labour-intensive nature. Unlike many traditional sectors, AVGC com-
bines creative skills with advanced digital capabilities, generating opportunities for 
artists, coders, designers, and engineers simultaneously. 

The government also recognises the need for a dedicated talent pool. In the 
2026-27 Union Budget, for instance, support has been proposed for the Indian Insti-
tute of Creative Technologies in Mumbai, with plans to establish AVGC content-cre-
ator labs in 15,000 secondary schools and 500 colleges across the country. The aim 
is to integrate animation, gaming, and digital storytelling skills with mainstream 
education and expose students early to emerging technologies. The convergence 
of artificial intelligence (AI), immersive technologies, and digital platforms is accel-
erating this transition. AI-assisted editing, multilingual dubbing tools, generative 
design systems, and virtual production environments are shortening production 
cycles while expanding the reach of content across languages and markets. For a 
country with deep storytelling traditions and a large pool of technically trained 
workers, this offers an opportunity to move further up the value chain of the global 
entertainment business. The entry of global studios such as Netflix into India’s 
AVGC ecosystem highlights that creative technology is capable of generating export 
revenues, high-skill employment, and new forms of digital intellectual property.

India is moving up the value chain

Deals and funding remain scarce

The Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), 2016, 
promised a decisive break from India’s creditor-
driven, enforcement-heavy approach to corporate dis-
tress. It was conceived as a framework for rescuing 
viable businesses, preserving enterprise value, and 
resolving financial stress collectively. Over time, how-
ever, the Code has steadily morphed into the country’s 
most potent debt recovery tool. The dominant nar-
rative today is not how much stress the IBC has 
resolved, but how much money it has recovered. 

This narrative is reinforced by official data. Central 
bank reports highlight that the IBC delivers the highest 
recoveries among all mechanisms, an average recovery 
rate of 37 per cent, compared to 32 per cent under Sar-
faesi, 10 per cent through debt 
recovery tribunals (DRTs), and 2 per 
cent via Lok Adalats in 2024-25. The 
IBC alone accounted for 52 per cent of 
total bank recoveries in that year. 
Most publications foreground real-
isations by creditors under resolution 
plans. Public discourse and media 
coverage focus on “haircuts” as the 
primary metric for assessing the per-
formance of the IBC. 

This framing is deeply mislead-
ing. It glorifies recovery for what the 
IBC was never intended to be. The 
data is often cherry-picked, while critical qualifiers are 
ignored — that recoveries under the IBC are over and 
above the rescue of companies, which remains the 
Code’s prime objective. The by-product of the IBC is 
compared with the primary output of other mechan-
isms; recoveries under resolution plans are high-
lighted, while the meagre recoveries through 
liquidation are overlooked; and outcomes for financial 
creditors dominate the narrative, masking the abys-
mal recoveries experienced by operational creditors. 

This distortion is disturbing because the IBC is not 
a recovery legislation. On the contrary, once insol-
vency proceedings are initiated, the Code imposes a 
moratorium on all recovery actions, signalling a clear 
legislative departure from enforcement-driven out-

comes. The statutory architecture is unambiguous. 
Section 65 explicitly penalises the initiation of insol-
vency proceedings for any purpose other than the res-
olution of insolvency.   

The Supreme Court clarified this at the inception of 
the Code. In Swiss Ribbons Pvt Ltd, it characterised the 
IBC as a beneficial legislation intended to put the com-
pany back on its feet. It reiterated in M/s HPCL Bio-Fuels 
Ltd (2024) that recovery in insolvency proceedings is 
only incidental to resolution, not the main relief. This 
understanding aligns with the Uncitral Legislative 
Guide on Insolvency Law, which emphasises that insol-
vency law is not a means of debt enforcement. 

Yet the gap between statutory command and oper-
ational reality has become a chasm. 
Two factors primarily explain this. 
The first is Section 29A. Of the 8,659 
cases admitted into the corporate 
insolvency resolution process (Cirp), 
only about 1,300 have culminated in 
approved resolution plans. Mean-
while, nearly 30,000 cases, involving 
₹14 trillion of debt, were withdrawn 
before admission. For every one case 
resolved through a plan, roughly 25 
are withdrawn at the threshold. The 
ratio would be starker if cases dropped 
before or after the issue of notice of 

intent to trigger Cirp is included. There are also withdra-
wals after admission with the approval of the committee 
of creditors (CoC). 

These withdrawals do not reflect the resolution of 
stress. They reflect settlement outside the IBC, or in its 
shadow. Section 29A, which renders many promoters 
ineligible to submit resolution plans once Cirp com-
mences, creates a powerful deterrent. Faced with the 
existential threat of insolvency admission and likely 
loss of control, promoters often settle. The Code thus 
becomes leverage, an effective stick for extraction 
rather than a framework for restructuring. Though 
Section 29A warrants calibration, its deterrent role is 
undeniable. The problem lies not in its existence, but 
in how the ecosystem exploits it. 

The second driver is the approach of financial 
creditors who comprise the CoC. These creditors pos-
sess sophisticated recovery machinery and a long-
standing bias towards upfront cash over patient value 
maximisation through business turnaround. 
Recoveries under resolution plans are typically front-
loaded; creditors rarely wait to realise value from post-
resolution performance. This institutional disposition 
enables, and arguably legitimises, the perversion of 
the Code’s purpose. 

Together, these two factors allow creditors, both 
financial and operational, to weaponise the IBC for 
recovery rather than resolution. The pattern is fairly 
clear. Promoters frequently wait until Cirp admission 
before negotiating settlements, as acknowledged in 
Glas Trust Company LLC (2024), where the Supreme 
Court criticised attempts to bypass Section 12A 
through private settlements. 

As a result, the insolvency application has become 
the opening salvo in negotiations: File first, negotiate 
later. The credible threat of Cirp admission, with its 
attendant reputational damage, collapse of credit lines, 
supply-chain disruption, and talent flight, concentrates 
the debtor’s mind wonderfully. From the perspective of 
an individual creditor, this strategy may appear rational. 
Why engage in protracted restructuring negotiations 
when an IBC filing is so effective in extracting payment? 

This is, however, corrosive for the system. The IBC 
was designed to address collective action problems and 
prevent a race for enforcement that destroys going-
concern value. We are witnessing the opposite: Credi-
tors racing to the courthouse not to preserve enterprise 
value collectively, but to secure individual recovery. 

The Bankruptcy Law Reforms Committee 
assumed that insolvency would be triggered only after 
serious deliberation and exhaustion of bilateral 
options. That assumption has proved spectacularly 
wrong. The insolvency petition is no longer the end of 
negotiation; it is its commencement. Even when res-
olution succeeds, the damage inflicted during the pro-
cess often leaves lasting scars. 

The consequences are perverse. Solvent firms facing 
temporary liquidity stress can be dragged into Cirp for 
a single missed payment, while deeply insolvent firms 
may be ignored because there is nothing to extract. This 
drift must be arrested before it hardens into institu-
tional culture. Once judges, practitioners, and creditors 
internalise the IBC as a recovery tool, reversal will be 
exceedingly difficult. The ecosystem will inevitably 
orient itself around extraction, not rescue. 

The IBC trajectory will shape India’s credit markets, 
investment behaviour, and economic growth for gen-
erations. Section 65 reflects Parliament’s clear intent: 
Insolvency proceedings are for resolution, not recovery. 
Whether that intent is honoured depends less on legis-
lative tinkering and more on a fundamental change in 
creditor approach. If that change does not come soon, 
the opportunity for course correction may be irretriev-
ably lost. The choice is stark: A genuine resolution 
regime or a highly efficient recovery machine masque-
rading as insolvency law. The window is closing. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively, assistant professor  
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Annual reports that matter
The annual report remains the most comprehensive 
communication between a company and its share-
holders. As companies prepare their reports, the 
temptation is to complete the rituals for yet another 
year gone by. Financial statements; Compiled; The 
board’s report; Assembled; Governance disclosures; 
Slotted into familiar templates. Designer; Engaged; 
Report; Despatched. The boxes are all ticked. 

As Indian companies prepare their FY26 annual 
reports, they should treat the process as more than a 
compliance exercise. It is a test of 
whether boards view disclosure merely 
as a legal requirement or as an opportun-
ity to build trust. 

The baseline is set by the Companies 
Act, 2013, and the disclosure framework 
prescribed by the Securities and 
Exchange Board of India (Sebi). Financial 
statements must be accompanied by 
granular notes. Related-party transac-
tions require transparency and audit 
committee oversight. Corporate govern-
ance reports must detail board composi-
tion, committee meetings and 
remuneration structures. The Business 
Responsibility and Sustainability Report 
has brought environmental, social, and 
governance (ESG) metrics into the mainstream. It is 
obvious that regulators have steadily expanded the 
scope of mandatory disclosure, yet this rising regula-
tory volume has not always meant that annual reports 
are useful to their users. 

The question companies must ask themselves is 
what can they disclose better? Start with the finan-
cials. Accounting standards may prescribe recogni-
tion and measurement, but clarity is a choice. Do 
companies explain what drove margins? Do they dis-
aggregate revenue meaningfully? Do they discuss 
capital allocation decisions with candour — particu-
larly where returns have lagged?  

A company showing two years of falling margins 
doesn’t give investors the information they need. They 
want to know whether input cost, inflation, capacity 
under-utilisation, or product-mix shifts drove that trend 
— and what management is doing about it. Boilerplate 

explanations lack the credibility that specificity builds. 
Move to governance. Annual reports are replete with 

declarations that the board has “reviewed” risk manage-
ment systems, “evaluated” performance and “ensured” 
compliance. Shareholders would benefit from knowing 
how. What were the key risks debated during the year? 
Outcome of the board evaluation. Broad thoughts on 
succession. Governance is no longer a checklist. 

Sustainability reporting, too, is at an inflection 
point. Emissions data, water intensity, and diversity 

ratios are now table stakes for large, listed 
entities. The next step is integration. How 
do climate risks affect capital expendi-
ture? How does attrition affect produc-
tivity? ESG metrics should migrate from 
annexures to the strategic core of the 
report. Indian corporations like those in 
renewable energy or consumer goods are 
already disclosing greenhouse gas 
emissions, water-use intensity, and 
supply-chain audits. But the next frontier 
is connecting these metrics to financial 
outcomes. How does water scarcity in 
key manufacturing hubs affect produc-
tion forecasts? Does supplier non-com-

pliance with labour norms risk brand 
reputation and hence sales? 

Risk disclosure remains the weakest link; a risk 
section that reads like an insurance policy disclaimer 
does not serve its purpose. References to “macro-
economic headwinds” and “intense competition” 
offer little insight. Investors are better served by an 
honest articulation of concentration risks.  

For example, supply-chain fragility — an auto parts 
manufacturer with heavy reliance on a single supplier 
could disclose efforts to diversify sourcing, expected 
timelines, and capex implications. Disclosure around 
geopolitical factors — tariffs, trade disruptions, supply-
chain volatility — is rising sharply in other markets 
because investors demand real, company-specific con-
text about how such issues affect operations. 

The annual report also needs to reflect the digital 
age in which the company operates. Artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and cybersecurity are no longer niche 
boardroom topics. Leading companies are disclosing 

AI governance frameworks, board-level AI expertise, 
and detailed cyber-risk management practices in their 
periodic reports. Cybersecurity disclosures increas-
ingly describe the board’s role, the risk frameworks 
used, incident response readiness and training efforts 
— not because it is trendy, but because stakeholders 
now see cyber risk as central to enterprise risk man-
agement and not a backroom concern.  

Human capital disclosures deserve sharper focus 
as well. Attrition trends, leadership bench strength, 
skill investments and workplace culture indicators 
provide early signals about organisational resilience. 
In knowledge-driven sectors, these metrics are as 
material as plant capacity or debt ratios. 

Accessibility also matters. In an era of electronic 
voting, the annual report must be structured for 
usability — searchable, navigable and written in plain 
language. Disclosures that are technically complete 
but practically opaque do not meet the spirit of 
accountability. Finally, as this is also the time when 
shareholder resolutions are presented, they should 
review the voting outcomes from the past year. Where 
more than 20 per cent of shareholders have dissented, 
boards should either provide a clearer explanation of 
their position or use the current shareholder meeting 
to take corrective action. Ideally, such engagement 
should be within 90 days of the voting results being 
published. Even so, doing this now will still send a 
strong signal that investor concerns are being heard.   

Just as investors expect companies to go beyond 
mere regulatory compliance, the quality of disclosure 
should be judged not by the number of pages printed 
or metrics reported, but by the clarity it provides. Com-
panies that can do so while reporting, will earn the 
trust of their stakeholders. 

The forthcoming annual reports should, therefore, 
serve three objectives. First, they must comply with 
the law. Second, the disclosures should reflect the 
spirit of governance. And third, they should anticipate 
and answer investor questions, rather than leaving 
them to be addressed later in investor calls. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is with Institutional Investor Advisory 
Services India Ltd. The views are personal.  
X: @Amit_Tandon_IN

Stock trading in India began long before 
a formal stock exchange came into being. 
Newspapers such as the Bengal Hurkaru 
and Chronicle were publishing bid-offer 
prices for shares in the early 19th century. 
That long, uneven evolution is the sub-
ject of Adil Rustomjee’s substantial and 
deeply researched book, an 862-page 
account that traces the history of Indian 
markets from their informal beginnings 
under a banyan tree in Bombay to the 
modern era of electronic trading.   

The book vividly reconstructs the first 
great speculative episode in India. The 

bull run of the 1860s was set off by the 
American Civil War, which disrupted 
cotton supplies from the American South 
to English mills and sharply increased the 
demand for Indian cotton. The resulting 
profits unleashed a feverish boom in 
Bombay. Shares of newly floated banks, 
financial associations, and land reclama-
tion companies soared. In scale and 
speculative intensity, the episode rivalled 
Britain’s South Sea bubble and the Dutch 
tulip mania. In an environment devoid of 
regulatory checks, banks and financial 
associations amplified the frenzy by lend-
ing against inflated share prices. Market 
activity peaked between July 1864 and 
April 1865. The collapse, when it came, 
was equally dramatic. Speculators, car-
ried away by the euphoria, failed to 
reckon with the obvious reality that the 
American Civil War would eventually 
end, and with it the higher demand for 
Indian cotton. Robert E Lee surrendered 
on April 9, 1865. When the news reached 

Bombay on May 1, it sparked off a brutal 
crash. Banks and business houses came 
under severe strain. Many collapsed. 

Mr Rustomjee, who studied interna-
tional relations at Johns Hopkins and 
business at Yale, is well placed to tell this 
story. He was drawn to the subject after 
chancing upon the BSE (Bombay Stock 
Exchange) archives and realising that a 
vast, underutilised treasure trove of 
Indian market history lay waiting to be 
organised into a definitive narrative. 
What emerges is not merely a chronology 
of trading practices, but a fuller institu-
tional history of how a market evolves, 
resists reforms, adapts under pressure, 
and slowly acquires legitimacy. 

The Native Share & Stock Brokers’ 
Association was formed in Bombay on 
July 9, 1875. It represented a decisive step 
towards establishing a formal exchange. 

A turning point came with the initial 
public offering (IPO) of Tata Iron and 
Steel Company . When the Tatas sought 

capital in 1907, London bankers refused 
to back what they regarded as a doubtful 
native enterprise. The Tatas managed to 
raise about ~2.3 crore in India. It marked 
an important stage in the growth of 
large-scale share issuance by limited-lia-
bility joint-stock companies in India. 

The stock markets, however, 
remained marginal for most of the 20th 
century. Under colonial rule, and for two 
generations after Independence, slow 
economic growth and limited public 
participation kept the market at the 
periphery of economic life. Serious insti-
tutional development came only in the 
final decade of the 20th century, after 
which activity rose sharply. 

Among the book’s most valuable con-
tributions is its detailed treatment of 
badla, the uniquely Indian trading mech-
anism that the author describes as an 
“unmargined naked forward”. Positions 
could be initiated without capital, margin 
or ownership of the underlying stock, 

making badla, a highly lever-
aged wager. With no initial 
capital committed, gains could 
be enormous. So, too, could 
losses. A trader could square 
up, take delivery or carry a trade 
forward into the next settle-
ment period by paying an inter-
est cost known as the badla 
rate. It was the most dominant 
form of trading for much of 
Indian market history. 

The later sections extend 
the story into the modern 
institutional era. No formal 
stock index existed for the first 
century of the market’s exist-
ence until the Sensex was cre-
ated in 1986, with 1978-79 as 
the base year. The role of the 
Controller of Capital Issues, 
which distorted IPO pricing by keeping 
them close to face value; the creation of 
the Unit Trust of India in 1963 and the 
launch of Unit Scheme 1964, which faced 
recurrent problems due to its promise of 
guaranteed returns on an equity-backed 
product; and the FERA (Foreign 

Exchange Regulation Act, 
1973)-driven dilution of multi-
national shareholdings in 
1978, which led to a bonanza 
for Indian investors who 
received shares of blue chips 
at very low prices — all are 
recounted. Dhirubhai 
Ambani’s role in bringing 
ordinary Indians into the 
equity market and the deep 
dive into the establishment of 
the National Stock Exchange 
make for compelling reading. 

At a time when household 
savings are shifting from bank 
deposits to mutual funds and 
equities, the book offers an 
essential historical perspec-
tive. It explains how India 
moved, in start-and-stop 

fashion, from a speculative, opaque mar-
ketplace to a cleaner system that gives 
ordinary Indians a shot at creating long-
term wealth. Anyone keen to understand 
this evolution, and the institutional 
struggles that made it possible, should 
make the effort to read this weighty tome.

A 200-year saga of Indian bulls and bears

B 
volume xxxii number 285
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When resolution 
becomes recovery

illustration: binay sinha

A collective resolution framework is being repurposed  
into an enforcement mechanism
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