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Back to school has always marked a reset for the education technology market. Budgets from
the previous fiscal year have been finalized and July sees those purchase and procurement
decisions initiated. And, of course, the education sales cycle begins anew with companies
starting to discover whether the products they spent the year pitching made it into classrooms.

However, fall 2026 is shaping up to be quite different.

For the first time, edtech companies are returning to market in an environment where legislative
action against their products is already law in many states, where platform liability has moved
from legal theory to courtroom verdict, and where parent and student opinion of Al tools has
measurably shifted against the category. The four forces documented in this paper have each
been building for years. What is new is that they are moving simultaneously.

That said, this paper is not a prediction. Rather, it is an account of where the market stands
as the 2026 school year begins. The argument is that companies able to see the convergence
clearly will be better positioned than those waiting for the pressure to pass on its own.
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Policy, Procurement, and Prohibition

The “back to school” framing is usually a marketing convention that rolls around every August
focused mostly on selling school supplies and clothes. But, this year, it is also a policy marker.

Consider what is in effect as schools reopen for the 2026-27 school year. Cellphone bans or
restrictions are law in 38 states and the District of Columbia, 29 of them requiring bell-to-bell
bans that remove devices from students’ hands for the full school day. Ten states signed screen
time limitation bills into law this year alone. A federal rulemaking is underway that could condition
E-Rate broadband funding on screen time policies. And in August 2026, the Senate Commerce
Committee advanced multiple kids' online safety bills'!

At the same time, Al tools are in broader classroom use than at any prior point.? The companies
deploying them have moved faster than the institutions adopting them, and considerably faster
than the research that would tell anyone whether any of it is working.

The result is accelerating deployment of Al tools alongside accelerating restriction of educational
technology. The two are running on the same track, and the companies most exposed are the
ones that don't seem to have noticed.

1See EdWeek, Senate.gov, and CiviclQ.
2 See Microsoft Al in Education Report.
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Across Four Fronts

Devices and Screen Time

The cellphone ban movement is the most visible front and the one with the broadest political
support. Thirty-eight states and the District of Columbia have enacted cellphone bans or
restrictions. Twenty-nine require bell-to-bell bans. Eight limit use during instructional time only.
As of the writing of this paper, thirteen states have no laws in place yet including Colorado,
Connecticut, lllinois, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Washington. That gap is where the next
legislative wave will most likely be concentrated.®

State-level screen time limits arrived this school year, as well. Ten states signed bills into law.
Alabama banned technology for pre-K through kindergarten. Utah required grade-level screen
time frameworks and prohibited the use of generative Al for independent grading or high-stakes
student determinations. Virginia directed its state Department of Education to develop model
policies with grade-specific daily caps. Tennessee required K-5 schools to develop formal
policies limiting electronic device use. Maine and New Mexico required formal studies of edtech
use.*

District-level action runs further still. Los Angeles Unified established a graduated daily cap
structure: zero to 20 minutes for second and third graders, 30 minutes for fourth and fifth,

60 minutes per subject per week for sixth through eighth grade, and 90 minutes per subject

per week for high school students. San Diego Unified prohibited non-instructional video
streaming and gaming on 1:1 devices and removed computer carts from transitional kindergarten
classrooms entirely.®

At the federal level, the Surgeon General issued an advisory calling for bell-to-bell cellphone
bans, paper-based homework assignments, and investment in physical textbooks. The SMART
Kids Act, sponsored by Representatives DelLuzio and Houchin, would mandate that the Surgeon
General develop formal screen time recommendations for children.®

3 See Ballotpedia.
4 See Whiteboard Advisors.

5 See LAUSD.org and San Diego Unified School District.
6 See NCBI/HHS.
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The American Federation of Teachers has established a formal policy position: no screens for
students from pre-K through second grade, no student-facing Al in elementary schools, a ban
on Al social companion chatbots for students through age 16, and a proposed tech tax on large
technology companies to offset the social cost of the disruption they have generated.’

The politics of this movement are worth naming plainly: This is not a partisan issue. Cellphone
bans have passed in states across the political spectrum. The parental pressure driving much of
it is organic, not coordinated by any single legislative caucus or advocacy campaign. Companies
that have been treating this as a temporary regulatory disruption are misreading both the
nature and the timeline of the pressure.

Social Media and Platform Liability

The courts have moved faster than Congress, and the results have implications well beyond
social media companies.

New Mexico sued Meta and won when a jury awarded the state $375 million in civil penalties
for Meta’s violation of consumer protection laws, finding that Meta knew about and concealed
harms to children, including exposure to predators and content linked to eating disorders and
self-harm. A second trial, currently underway before a judge only, will determine whether New
Mexico receives injunctive relief, reportedly including changes to platform design, real age
verification, algorithm changes, and an independent monitor to oversee compliance. California
produced a separate verdict including a $6 million against Meta and YouTube on grounds that
platform design features were addictive and caused mental health harm to a minor plaintiff.

Both verdicts establish that platform design choices can constitute legal liability when they harm
minors which is now case law in two states.

Federal legislation has not yet caught up to the courts, but the gap is narrowing. The Kids
Online Safety Act (KOSA), sponsored by Senators Blackburn and Blumenthal, and the KIDS Act,
sponsored by Representative Guthrie, both target platforms that use design features to increase
time-on-platform for minors. The key difference between them is duty of care. KOSA requires
platforms to exercise reasonable care in the design and operation of products used by minors.
The KIDS Act does not. Whether that duty of care makes it into the final legislative vehicle will
determine whether platform design liability has real enforcement weight or remains a disclosure
regime.®

7 See AFT.org.
8 See NMDOJ and BusinessWire.

® For more, see KOSA and KIDS Act for details.
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COPPA 2.0, sponsored by Senators Markey and Cassidy, would extend existing data and
marketing protections from age 13 to age 17, require parental consent for data collection, and
give teens the right to request deletion of their content.’

For edtech companies, the practical implication is quite specific. That is, any platform with social
features, interactive elements, or design choices that optimize for engagement now has court-
validated liability theory to price into its risk model.

Al in the Classroom

The gap between vendor Al capability narratives and what parents and students are actually
experiencing in classrooms is one of the more consequential mismatches in the current
market.

A 2025 College Board survey of high school students found that 60 percent feared Al spreading
wrong information, 45 percent were concerned about losing important skills such as memory
and learning capacity, and 42 percent were concerned about cheating. A 2026 Pew Research
study found that 59 percent of teens say using Al to cheat is a regular occurrence at their
school. The 2025 PDK Poll found growing parent opposition across every measured Al use case:
support for Al in teacher lesson planning fell 13 points year-over-year to 49 percent, support for
students using Al for homework fell to 38 percent, and opposition to student Al homework use
now stands at 57 percent.”

Utah's prohibition on Al for independent grading is a leading indicator of where teacher-
protective legislation is heading. When a state prohibits a specific Al use case by statute, that
use case becomes a procurement and compliance risk in every state where similar legislation
follows. The AFT's formal policy position provides the organized-labor political support for
exactly that kind of expansion.

EdTechMeme's market intelligence through the summer of 2026 tracked a consistent pattern: Al
governance, accuracy concerns, and regulatory coverage dominated the education technology
news cycle more than any other single category, week after week.

0 See What's New in COPPA 2.0.
" See Pew Research Center.
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Broadband and Infrastructure Funding

E-Rate is the least visible of the four fronts and potentially the one with the greatest operational
consequence for companies whose products depend on school connectivity.

The program provides $3 billion per year in broadband and Wi-Fi discounts to public and
private schools and public libraries. Discounts range from 20 to 90 percent, scaled to poverty
level. Since 1998, E-Rate has distributed $70 billion in connectivity support, making it the fifth-
largest federal K-12 program. It is funded via a surcharge on phone bills, not congressional
appropriations.”

The FCC launched a formal rulemaking in 2026 seeking public comment on four questions:
whether E-Rate was illegally established by the FCC in the first place, whether the program
has accomplished its mission, whether all funds should be directed only to rural schools, and
whether the commission should establish screen time limits as conditions of E-Rate receipt.

That last item deserves careful attention. Namely, a federal agency is now formally considering
whether the receipt of connectivity funding should be conditioned on restricting how that
connectivity is used. If that condition is adopted in any form, it changes the operating
environment for every cloud-dependent learning tool, every LMS, and every 1:1 device program
that routes through E-Rate-funded broadband. Companies that have not modeled that scenario
are carrying risk they have not priced.

2 More about E-Rate.
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Why Now

These four fronts do not constitute a standard regulatory cycle. Three structural conditions
explain why the pressure is arriving with this much force at this particular moment, and why it is
unlikely to resolve on a typical lobbying or public relations timeline.

The first condition is that deployment outran the evidence base. Al tools reached classrooms
before rigorous efficacy data did. Companies moved fast to capture market share and captured
liability exposure at the same time. The College Board, Pew, and PDK data are not hostile
readings of a genuinely neutral record. They reflect what students and parents are experiencing
in classrooms where Al tools are already present. The backlash is, in part, the predictable
consequence of that sequencing: Products arrived before research and now the research is now
catching up, and it is not flattering.

The second condition is that trust in technology companies among educational institutions

is at a low point. The vendor-as-thought-leader model that characterized the edtech market
through the early-2020s depended on institutional trust does no longer exists at the same level
that it once did. Companies that have not updated their engagement model to match the current
trust environment are operating with a political position that belongs to a different market.

The third condition is that child safety is genuinely bipartisan, and both parties are actively
competing to claim it. This is not a moment that lobbying alone can address. The pressure is
organic, parental, and cutting across party lines in a way that has not characterized prior edtech
regulatory cycles. Companies treating the legislative activity as a transactional challenge are
probably misreading both the timeline and the nature of the opposition.

The week of August 4-8, 2026 produced a cluster of signals that illustrate the convergence
concisely. Microsoft's financial filings confirmed that roughly 70 percent of its Al revenue runs
through OpenAl, a concentration risk that most institutions absorbed without understanding
what they had signed. Canva cut its revenue growth forecast after Al feature costs outpaced its
financial model, raising questions about the unit economics of Al-bundled subscription pricing
across the category. The EU Al Act's enforcement powers took effect on August 3. And a White
House Al cybersecurity framework was shared with model developers but withheld from public
access, meaning district technology officers have no access to the federal risk picture their own
government has already assembled.
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What This Means

Have you mapped your regulatory exposure?

Social and interactive features assessed against the duty-of-care standard in KOSA and the New
Mexico liability theory, Al tools reviewed against state-level restrictions with Utah as the leading
indicator rather than the outlier, data practices for users under 17 evaluated against COPPA 2.0's
expanded age threshold, and E-Rate dependency modeled against a scenario where screen-
time conditions are attached to funding receipt.

Can you answer “is this good for kids" with research, not marketing?

The PDK, Pew, and College Board data describe a gap between how companies position
their Al tools and what students and parents are actually experiencing. Companies that have
independent efficacy evidence from third-party research are in a materially different position
than those whose product claims rest on their own published data.

Does your product roadmap reflect where policy is going?

Utah's Al grading prohibition and the AFT position paper are leading indicators of where teacher-
protective legislation is heading. The screen-time caps in Los Angeles and San Diego signal
what school boards will impose where state law does not reach. A product roadmap built before
these developments were visible may not be the right roadmap now.

Who is speaking for your category?

The edtech market needs credible, non-vendor voices making an affirmative case for
technology'’s role in learning. Companies that fund that work through research investment,
coalition participation, and genuine public engagement are contributing to the operating
environment their own sales depend on. The alternative is a market where the only visible public
voices are legislators and plaintiff attorneys.

The companies that treat this as a temporary headwind are misreading the data. The ones that
engage, with policymakers, with parents, with research institutions, are the ones most likely to
be well-positioned when the cycle turns.
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