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Part 1 – Introduction to Opportunity Evaluation  

Assessing the investment opportunity of a learning technology venture is the skill of an 

Educational Venture Analyst who uses a rigorous opportunity evaluation process. There are 

various frameworks that can be used for opportunity evaluation. The Duke Center for 

Entrepreneurship and Innovation recommends a framework that is based on five basic 

questions (http://www.dukeven.com/Home/Evaluation).   

 

 

The Duke Center’s five questions for opportunity evaluation are: 

 

1. Is there a sufficiently attractive market opportunity? 

2. Is the proposed solution feasible, both from a market perspective and a technology 

perspective? 

3. Can we compete (over a sufficiently interesting time horizon): is there sustainable 

competitive advantage? 

4. Do we have a team that can effectively capitalize of this opportunity? 

5. What is the risk/reward profile of this opportunity, and does it justify the investment of 

time and money? 

 

 

 

Venture life cycle 

Ventures have a life cycle.  The optimum time for investing in a venture is considered to be the 

start-up or growth phases. Venture analysts therefore seek to identify the stage of the life cycle 

a venture is at when evaluating an investment opportunity.  
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Type of financial investment 

Venture analysts also assess the type of financial investment a venture merits. This can be 

done by a matrix that rates the potential for innovation on one axis and the potential for growth 

on another (see Figure 1 below).    

 

Figure 1: How new ventures are financed 

(Source: McGraw-Hill, 2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Far more financial investments are ‘informal investments’ than ‘venture capital’ investments as 

the numbers in Figure 1 show (McGraw-Hill, 2008). 
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Part 2: Case Study - Opportunity Evaluation of a Canadian Learning Technology 

Venture 

 

Duke Center’s five-question framework for opportunity evaluation will be used to assess the 

investment potential of Learning Research Development Group Incorporated (LRDG) of 

Montreal, Quebec.   

Founded in 2002 by Julius Frohlich, the venture has been in operation for ten years.  It was 

incorporated in 2004.  LRDG specialises in: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See more details at http://lrdgonline.ca.  

 

Prior to becoming President and Principal Shareholder at LRDG in 2004, Julius was the Vice 

President Business Development of Chip Technologies for Hitachi, and a former regional sales 

manager for IBM Datacentres in Canada. His professional profile can be viewed at 

http://www.linkedin.com/pub/julius-frohlich/39/870/a29. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Content for self-paced English and French language learning 

(online and offline) 

Online adaptive language skills testing 

Online adaptive learning content management   
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Question 1:  Is there a sufficiently attractive market 

opportunity?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The future for language learning is in self-paced e-learning and mobile learning.  A Canadian 

study has reported that “mobile assisted language learning (MALL) is gaining as much buzz 

today as computer-assisted language learning (CALL) created in the 1980s and 90s” (Eaton, 

2010).    

Global Market Potential for digital language learning  

 

More than half the global revenue of US$58.2 billion for language learning in 2011 was from 

English language learning (Adkins, 2012a). It is a market that includes offline learning (face to 

face) as well as online learning (digital); however, the growth market is digital learning. Ambient 

Insight predicts that by 2016 the global expenditure on digital English language learning 

products will be US $2.5 billion (Adkins, 2012a).   

 

 

 

The best determiner of success for technology ventures is a large and fast 

growing potential market (De Coster & Butler, 2005, p. 537).   
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Global market segments for digital language learning products 

Ambient Insight (Adkins, 2012a) reports the highest revenue for digital English language 

learning is from five product types: 

 Self-paced e-learning 

 Digital reference ware (eTextbooks) 

 Collaboration-based learning 

 Mobile learning apps 

 Mobile learning Value Added Services (VAS) 

 

North American and Canadian market trends for digital language learning 

 

 

 

 

 

Ambient Insight reported a five-year compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 3.6% for digital 

English language learning in North America: USA and Canada combined (Adkins, 2012b, p. 4).  

North America is a mature industry for language learning, but also the world’s largest.   

Dynamics of the Canadian market 

One of the key drivers for language learning in Canada is the bilingual policy mandated by the 

Constitution Act of 1982.  Immigration to Canada from non-native English speaking countries 

and non-native French speaking countries increases the demand for language learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ambient Insight’s market analysis of English language learning in the 

North America region found that federal and provincial governments 

are the primary buyers of digital English language learning products 

and services (Adkins, 2012b, p. 4).  

 

Canadian federal and provincial governments are reported to spend 

CDN $2.4 billion per annum on bilingual language services (Carlson, 

2012).  Ontario’s expenditure is highest at $623 million per annum, 

primarily spent on French language education. Third highest is Quebec at 

$51 million per annum, primarily spent on English language education 

(Carlson, 2012). 
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Trends in eLearning generally – global outlook 

Apart from global trends for digital language learning, there are trends for learning technology 

per se. Ambient Insight reported an “international growing demand for learning technology 

in government agencies” (Ambient Insight, 2013, p. 15).  Governments all over the world are 

investing in digital learning content and platforms. 

 

In consumer e-learning markets, the future is with mobile learning, particularly for developing 

economies in Africa, Asia and Latin America where there is a higher ratio of mobile devices to 

desktop computers (Ambient Insight, 2013, pp. 22-23).   

 

A new breed of mobile learning called Mobile Learning Value Added Service (or Mobile 

Learning VAS) is also emerging, which sees packaged self-paced learning content delivered via 

telecom carriers, device makers and content providers (Ambient Insight, 2013, p. 23). This is a 

fast growing market in developing economies and has the potential to become a new market for 

content distribution in developed economies. 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 2:  Is the Solution Feasible both from a Market Perspective and a Technology 

Perspective? 

Question 3:  Is there sustainable competitive advantage? 

 

 

 

 

LRDG has developed proprietary solutions for French and English language learning, skills 

testing, and content management for the past 8 to 10 years.  

  

Technology ventures are innovative in technology and products (De Coster 

& Butler, 2005, p. 536).   
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History of feasible solutions and sustained competitive advantage 

When the company formed in 2002, it met the demand for computer-based distance language 

learning by developing proprietary language learning software and packaging it on DVD for 

distribution to organizational buyers and/or individual users.  

When language learning evolved from instructor-led classroom learning to self-paced learning, 

LRDG’s DVD product met the demand for self-paced content.  Organizations could adopt the 

content as a cost-effective alternative to classroom-based teaching.  

LRDG also offered custom language tutoring as a value added service to its packaged DVD 

content. Therefore, LRDG was a forerunner of blended learning. 

With the growth of the Internet, LRDG modified its content for online learning.  Today, the 

company offers its learning programs both online as well as by DVD, and maintains its offer of 

personalised tutoring as a value added service.  

LRDG also has developed a self-service online language skills testing software for use by 

organizations.  In addition, it has completed the first phase of an adaptive learning content 

management system.  Through these innovations, LRDG is meeting the new demand for 

accelerated learning and learning analytics. 

  

Government client base 

Canadian public records show that LRDG earned in excess of $700,000 revenue from the 

Federal Government of Canada in 2011-2012 (see Appendix 1).  The company has taken a 

share of the government market for language learning services identified in Ambient Insight’s 

North American market analysis. Indeed, LRDG is a registered supplier to the Government of 

Canada (http://lrdgonline.ca/lrdg-registered-supplier-government-of-canada/).  

There is further potential in the Canadian government market for LRDG’s self-paced language 

learning content, self-service language skills testing product, and custom language tutor 

service.  Training and education expenditure budgets of federal government agencies that did 

not engage LRDG in the 2011-2012 year are itemised in Table 1 on the next page. These 

figures show a huge potential market for LRDG in the Canadian government training sector. 
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Table 1: Expenditure on Training and Education Services by Federal Government agencies  
that did not engage LRDG in 2011-2012  (Source: Public Accounts of Canada 2011-2012). 

 

Canada Revenue Agency $17,026,096 

Department of the Environment $8,945,486 

Parks Canada $2,898,014 

Fisheries and Oceans $9,803,391 

Foreign Affairs and International Trade $17,559,954 

Health $11,116,970 

Public Health Agency of Canada $4,796,821 

Indian and Northern Services $6,764,962 

Department of Industry $6,410,885 

Statistics Canada $4,062,312 

Department of Justice $6,147,260 

Defence $142,392,594 

Natural Resources $6,240,617 

Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness $2,357,464 

Canada Border Services $7,163,432 

Correctional Services $42,875,913 

Public Works and Government Services $19,322,826 

Department of Transport $9,187,525 

Treasury Board $5,388,910 

Canada School of Public Service $10,831,353 

 

Other Organizational clients 

LRDG has organizational buyers in the commercial sector and post-secondary education sector.  

Clients include Air Canada, Canada Broadcasting Corporation and College Acadie I.P.E 

(French language), among others (http://lrdgonline.ca). 

 

Future potential for innovation 

Based on the LRDG’s track record of innovation and marketing, it can be suggested that the 

company has the capacity to continue to develop technology and products to meet changing 

trends in language learning. There is every indication that LRDG will generate competitive 

products for the fast-growing mobile language learning market and for future needs of its 

organizational buyers in government, commerce and education.   

However, it would be appropriate to investigate with LRDG its research and development focus 

before committing to an investment in the company. 
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Question 4:  Is there a Team that can Effectively Capitalize of the Market Opportunity? 

Julius Frohlich sources expertise to develop new technologies. He forms alliances too.  When 

he founded LRDG, he hired a team of language training experts and information technologists 

that specialised in second language distance training to help develop software for self-paced 

French and English language learning (http://lrdgonline.ca/about/our-story/). The software has 

been selling in the Canadian language learning industry since. 

An alliance with Software as a Service provider, iSpeaky, was another strategy towards building 

LRDG’s capacity to develop and commercialise technology.   

An alliance with the International Language School of Canada (ILSC) was a further strategy.  

That partnership enabled LRDG to create an adaptive online language skills test which clients 

use as a self-service to conduct skills assessments. LRDG’s alliance with ILSC has an 

additional potential to expand LRDG’s business internationally.  

Julius has achieved the technological credibility to qualify for Canadian scientific research 

grants (http://www.linkedin.com/pub/julius-frohlich/39/870/a29) and in the past 8 to 10 years, he 

and his team, or network, has successfully capitalized on various trends and technological 

advancements in the language learning industry. 

 

 

 

 

Question 5:  What is the Risk/ Reward Profile and is an Investment of Time and Money 

Justified? 

According to De Coster and Butler (2005, p. 536), technology ventures are different from other 

ventures in that they carry both a technology risk and a market risk.  LRDG certainly has local 

competition from other French language learning providers such as L’Ecole de langues de 

l’Estrie, a 20-year supplier to the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs and International 

Trade (http://lestrieonline.com/en).  However, LRDG is a continual innovator.  It has achieved 

steady growth over a decade and will manage further growth in coming years, making 

incremental improvements to core business.  
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An area for LRDG to monitor to avoid risk of product substitution is the new breed of mobile 

learning known as Mobile Learning Value Added Service.  Consumers and organizations in 

developing economies are opting for subscription-based learning products through their local 

telecom carrier, device maker or content supplier (Ambient Insight, 2013a, p. 24, p. 26).  It could 

be a trend that takes off in developed economies too, particularly as portable, wearable devices 

become more prolific (Meeker, 2013).  LRDG may need to repackage its offer as a VAS 

sometime in the foreseeable future and source channels for distribution. 

 

Summary of Opportunity Evaluation 

LRDG Inc. contributes to a bilingual Canada through provision of innovative language training 

solutions (http://lrdgonline.ca/about/our-story/).  The market for French and English language 

learning in Canada is growing and the company has the capacity to grow its client base and 

meet the market potential.   

Apart from the domestic market, there is additional market potential globally, both with 

organizational and consumer buyers.  As a registered supplier to the Government of Canada, 

LRDG has the credibility to market its expertise and products to government agencies in other 

countries.    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The investment potential with LRDG is informal investment given the 

company is not a ‘superstar’ venture (McGraw-Hill, 2008).   The company 

is in its growth phase in a digital language learning industry with domestic 

and global market potential.  Financial investment in LRDG’s research and 

development function would likely increase speed of innovation to market.  
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Appendix 1 – Federal Government payments to LRDG 

Extracts from Public Accounts of Canada 2011-2012, Section 3 Volume 3, Professional and 

Special Services (http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/recgen/cpc-pac/2012/pdf/2012-vol3-ds3-

eng.pdf) 

 

Department of Citizenship and Immigration 

Training and Educational Services Expenditure, 2011-2012     3,773,875 

Language Research Development Group Inc Montréal Quebec   178,120 

 

Department of Human Resources and Skills Development 

Training and Educational Services Expenditure, 2011-2012    15,878,520 

Language Research Development Group Montréal Quebec   280,153 

 

Royal Mounted Canadian Police 

Expenditure on Training and Educational Services 2011-2012   16,994,872 

Language Research Development Montréal Quebec    283,442 

 

 

 

 

Janette Iorns  - October 2013 

http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/recgen/cpc-pac/2012/pdf/2012-vol3-ds3-eng.pdf
http://www.tpsgc-pwgsc.gc.ca/recgen/cpc-pac/2012/pdf/2012-vol3-ds3-eng.pdf

