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Postpaid Education

A Delhi-based education startup has found early success in boosting the skills

:: Saumya Bhattacharya

aving graduated from a tier- 3 engineering
college from north India, Shalini Tyagi, 23,
found herself'in a coding job, making 3
lakh perannum. One day on LinkedIn, she
came across Pesto Tech, alearning startup
thatmade anirresistible promise
make her salary grow 500%.

While the claim seemed tall, she felt re

assured by its conditions. She had to pay
nothing upfront, and only had to pay a fee
onceshe landedajob with asalary package
ofat least €15 lakh per annum. Tyagi took
the screening test and was admitted into
the Pesto module, which runs for three
months and teachesJavaScript, a program:-
ming language used to develop web-based
applications,

Once she completed the module, she got
placed ata US-based company as a remote
worker, writing code from India. Her sala-

: ¥35 lakh per annum. A three-month
lr.llnmg programme gave her an over
1,000% salary hike. And that’s not a typo.

She wouldn’t have known it, but Tyagiis

among the earliest success stories of a new
and rapidly growing trend in upskilling

— income sharing agreement

(ISA). These are training and

itcould

A skilling programmes that take
u a fee from you only when you
get a job, usually with a guar-
~.\.\\( ) anteed income threshold.
: And Pesto is a startup
“ISAs help reduce thatispioneeringthecon-
your cost of cs:g; in India. Ilt)g?)nducvs
scauisitonasthe 115 ety
value propos_ltlon IS  neers, training them in
very attractive for  core and soft skills, with
potential students. aneyeonmatchinggiobal
Also, inreturnfor  standardsand demand. It
taking this risk, s designedtommroolkie
e'omPanies like zlginc::lresrsl:ho under-
Pesto can generate stand product, culture fit
| higher total fe_es and other requirements
through ISAs vis-a- of the modern global
vis chargingfixed  workforce. The trainees

are not charged a fee if

fees upfront”

X they don’tland a job mak-
| RajatAgarwal ingatleastzislakhperan-
| director, Matrix Partners ~ num. If they do, they pay
| India 17% of gross salary to the

company for three years.

I For those who make 215 lakh per annum,
that works out to a total fee of 77.65 lakh.
The average gross salary of the compa-
ny’s alumni, it says, is currently 731 lakh
perannum. That translates intoan average
?15.8 lakh fee per student over three years
— a very healthy yield for a three-month
programme. Fee collections are capped at
20 lakh over a three-year period. In the
latest cohort, the company says the highest
compensation was ¥66 lakh per annum,
offered toa student for a remote role.
Thestudents have five yearsto complete
the three-year payment requirement, so
they are not tied to jobs. And with a guar-

and incomes of software developers. Can it scale?
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anteed boost to income, it’s unlikely any-
one is complaining.

Pesto — founded by college dropout
Ayush Jaiswal, 23, and California-based An-
drew Linfoot, 27— isattempting to scaleits
business on the back of rising trends such
as workplace disruption, the rise ofremote
work ecosystem and the perennial paucity

of high-quality coding talent.
The Unemployable

Pesto is tapping into one of India’s great
challenges. Its engineering colleges churn
out about 400,000 software engineers
every year, but the majority are unemploy-
able by a software company.

The National Employability Report by
pre-hiring assessment firm Aspiring
Minds, published in March, revealed that
over 80% of Indian engineers are unem-
ployable in the knowledge economy.

Says Jaiswal: “The employability of engi-
neers is a challenge as education has not
kept pace with changes in technology. An
engineer who is not learning constantly
has a decreasing value in the job market.”

This skilling-led approach has found tak-

ers among investors. In May 2019, venture
capital firm Matrix Partners invested an
undisclosed sum in Pesto. “Remote workiis
an early trend, globally driven by a short-
age of high-quality local talent, rising cost
of living in key technology hubs and wide-

| Ayush Jaiswal, 23
Andrew Linfoot, 27
cofounders, Pesto Tech

 HOW 1SA WORKS

Under income share
agreement (ISA), education
providers promise
guaranteed placement at a
certain salary. If students
don't get that salary,
education is free for them. If
they do get that salary,
students pay a pre-decided
percentage of their salary to
the education provider for a
period. Lambda School in the
US pioneered the concept

.

spreadadoption of enabling infrastructure
suchas coworking and collaboration tools.
Pestois onamission to build a marketplace
for quality remote talent from Indiaand we
strongly believe in their skilling-led ap-
proach,” says Rajat Agarwal, director, Ma-
trix Partners India.
Asamodel, income-sharing agreements
were first outlined by economist Milton
Friedman in the 1950s, But it was not until
California-based Lambda School launched
a code-learning programme in June 2017
thatitstarted gaining traction Now a num-
ber of ISA programmes, mostly focussed
onmsh‘mavﬂlableg!obnlly

Besides Pesto, startups working on the
income-share model in India include Inter:
viewBit, AttainU, Masai School and
6Benches, Lambda School is also contem:
plating an entry into India.

So how does Pesto make these software
engineers employable? It teaches them not
only programming but also design, busi
ness and product because remote work is
central to their job placements. “Earlier,
your product guy would sit right next to
you but now youneed to have these skills to
haye empathy towards your colleagues
who would be working remotely. We also
hthe soft skills needed to work remote:
ysJaiswal. The curriculum is upgrad-

y month. “If the world belongs to
distributed teams, why should your oppor-
tunities be based on geography?”

Insmall batches initially of five students,
then 20, Pesto claims to have achieved
placements that will give [ITs a run for their
money. The latest cohort was placed with
an average annual salary of 229 lakh.

Sourabh Modi, 32, got an MTech from
IIT-Kanpur in 2013 and worked at Oracle
and Flipkart before freelancing from Coim-
batore. After graduating from Pesto’s mod-
ule, he now makes two-and-a-half times his
salary at Flipkart. “It was clear that a per-
centage of salary was to be paid to Pestoin
return for a spike in salary,” he says.

Professionals such as Modi will be the
target of an enhanced programme the
company is launching in December, called
Pesto Pro. Students will come into Pro on
the promise ofa 1.5-2xincrease in their pay
packets of about ¥25 lakh on average.

Pesto has divided its potential market
into four, based on experience: 7-plus
years, 37 years, 1-3 years and less than a
year. The first curriculum was developed
for 1-3 years of experience, while the
scaled-up modelisfocused on those having
3-7 years’ experience. “What excites us
about that range is that incoming packages
are upwards of ¥25 lakh. We expect the av-
erage pay packets to be upwards of 60
lakh for Pro. Once you crack the model at
the smaller level, it’s not too difficult to
scale,” says Jaiswal.

Whatare the things the company needs
to focus on to avoid faltering? Rahul Jaimi-
ni, Swiggy cofounder of and a Pesto angel
investor, identifies four: don't become just
another recruitment agency for tech com-
panies overseas, keep the curriculum up-
dated and refined, individualise learning
strategies, collect feedback from deployed
graduates and calibrate continuously.

Pesto has received funding from Ritesh
Malik, founder, Innov8; Matrix Partners
India; Ashish Tulsian, founde\‘. POSist;
Swiggy founders Sriharsha Majety, Nandan
Reddy and Jaimini; Vinod Sood, MD,
Hughes Systique; Davidl-mdson,cofmmd-

er, WorkLove; and Cindy Bi, founder part-
ner, Zillionize. m
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