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Abstract

While EdTech startups are transforming educational delivery worldwide, their integration into
higher education institutions (HEIs) remains uneven, particularly in developing contexts such
as Uzbekistan. This thesis investigates the disconnection between EdTech startups and HEISs,
identifying structural, policy-related, and cultural barriers that hinder effective collaboration.
Comparative case studies from Uzbekistan, the United States, and India reveal a wide spectrum
of engagement practices. In Uzbekistan, despite growing demand for digital tools post-
COVID-19, universities often lack frameworks to systematically integrate domestic EdTech
solutions. Meanwhile, countries like the U.S. and India present models of university-startup
collaboration that foster innovation and skill development. The study concludes by proposing
actionable policy recommendations to bridge the gap and strengthen Uzbekistan’s digital
education ecosystem.

Introduction

EdTech (Educational Technology) startups have emerged as key players in revolutionizing
how students learn and how institutions deliver content. Globally, platforms like Coursera,
Khan Academy, and Byju’s have demonstrated the potential of private-sector innovation in
addressing learning gaps and improving access (World Bank, 2020). However, their successful
integration into higher education ecosystems largely depends on strategic collaboration with
universities. In Uzbekistan, the EdTech sector is growing, yet institutional partnerships remain
weak or nonexistent (UNESCO, 2023).

Global Models of EdTech-HEI Integration

United States — Scalable Collaboration

Arizona State University (ASU), known for its tech-driven approach, has partnered with
platforms like edX and Dreamscape Learn to co-develop immersive and scalable online
programs (Fain, 2021). Through formal procurement and licensing systems, universities
integrate external innovation into the curriculum without bureaucratic hurdles.

Lehigh University in Pennsylvania established Lehigh@NasdaqCenter in 2017 — a strategic
collaboration between the university and the Nasdaq Entrepreneurial Center in Silicon

Valley. This partnership brings together startup founders, university faculty, and students to
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co-design and implement EdTech initiatives, entrepreneurship programs, and experiential
learning opportunities.

India — Government-Driven Startup Incubation

India’s National Education Policy (NEP 2020) explicitly encourages universities to create
incubation centers and partner with startups. Institutions like IIT Madras run GUSEC and
Nirma University’s Tech Incubator, where EdTech ventures receive funding, mentorship,
and access to student cohorts (MHRD, 2021).

Another notable example is the SATHEE initiative led by IIT Kanpur in collaboration with
the Ministry of Education, which provides free online coaching for entrance exams like JEE
and NEET. SATHEE integrates live and recorded lectures, practice modules, and adaptive
assessments into smart classrooms across public schools and colleges. This EdTech-driven
project has already shown results—doubling the number of JEE qualifiers and significantly
improving NEET outcomes in Union Territories such as Dadra & Nagar Haveli and Daman &
Diu. The model demonstrates how state-backed EdTech platforms can effectively partner with

higher education institutions to scale quality learning and bridge access gaps in competitive
exam preparation.

The Uzbek Context: Missed Opportunities and Systemic Gaps

Despite having over 150 registered EdTech companies and digital learning platforms like
Mohirdev, Ibrat academy, UstozAl, Mentalaba and Testbor, Uzbekistan’s higher
education institutions lack a structured approach to integrating them. Key issues include:
Absence of Procurement Channels: There are no formal mechanisms for EdTech startups to
offer their solutions to public universities. Most acquisitions are based on personal networks
or ad-hoc decisions.

Lack of Intellectual Property (IP) and Data Policies: Without clear frameworks, EdTech
firms are hesitant to collaborate due to risks of content misuse and undefined revenue sharing.
Rigid Accreditation Requirements: EdTech tools are often excluded from formal
recognition in student assessment or credits, making it unattractive for universities to integrate
them academically.

Furthermore, bureaucratic inertia and a culture of performative formalism, where initiatives
are often launched primarily to fulfill superficial KPIs or create public visibility, contribute to
stagnation. Many university leaders demonstrate low institutional interest in EdTech
collaboration due to a lack of immediate financial incentives or outcome-based accountability.
Additionally, most HEIs do not maintain dedicated units for business development, startup
engagement, or R&D management, which makes sustained partnership building with EdTech
ventures practically impossible.

These gaps result in fragmented digital adoption, where students rely on informal digital

platforms while faculty continue to use outdated LMS systems or none at all.
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Consequences of Disconnection

The failure to integrate EdTech startups in Uzbekistan has significant implications:
Graduate Skill Mismatch: A growing digital economy demands agile, tech-savvy
professionals, yet universities fail to embed these competencies via EdTech tools.
Innovation Drain: Talented EdTech entrepreneurs struggle to scale due to lack of institutional
access, leading to brain drain or pivoting to non-educational markets.

Unequal Access to Resources: Only private universities with better funding can afford
EdTech partnerships, widening the equity gap.

Policy Recommendations

To build a collaborative ecosystem, the thesis recommends:

National EdTech Integration Roadmaps: Similar to India’s NEP, Uzbekistan should
develop a policy that encourages HEIs to formally collaborate with EdTech startups.
Startup-University Matchmaking Platforms: Ministries (e.g., MHSSE and MITC) could
facilitate matchmaking events and digital marketplaces for EdTech integration.

University Accelerators and EdTech Labs: Public universities should host internal EdTech
innovation hubs where students, faculty, and startups co-develop solutions.

Update Accreditation Standards: Allow flexible credit transfer and blended learning
formats, recognizing EdTech-led learning modules.

To stimulate meaningful university-startup collaboration, it is essential that national
innovation hubs like I'T Park Uzbekistan formally require or incentivize public universities
to host regular startup pitching days. These events not only introduce entrepreneurial
culture to academia but also create a vital bridge between students, researchers, and the startup
ecosystem. Moreover, the government should collaborate with commercial banks to move
beyond traditional credit loan offerings and instead develop targeted financial products
for early-stage EdTech startups. These financing models should be actively promoted in
partnership with higher education institutions, aligning financial support with educational
innovation priorities.

Conclusion

We all need to understand and admit that today Uzbekistan stands at a digital crossroads.
EdTech startups are growing in number and sophistication, but without institutional
frameworks, their impact will remain limited. By transforming HEIs into co-creators rather
than passive consumers of technology, Uzbekistan can accelerate its digital education agenda
and create a globally competitive knowledge economy.
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