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WHITE PAPER

FAST FACTS

Today’s students rarely go anywhere without their cellphones, 
laptops, and other mobile devices. As technology becomes more 
integrated into the classroom at every level, so is the demand for it. 
According to Presta Electronics, 73 percent of college students find 
they cannot study without the aid of technology and 38 percent 
cannot go 10 minutes without checking their smartphone. 
Students often utilize online search engines like Google, Yahoo!, and Wikipedia 
to assist them in finding information about a variety of subjects. The problem 
with finding information online, however, is accuracy – or the lack thereof. 
Apps for smartphones could be the key for connecting students with accurate 
and timely information, much like having a complete set of encyclopedias at 
one’s fingertips. There are literally thousands of educational apps for 
smartphones, iPads, and ebook readers on the market today, many of them 
costing between $.99 and $1.99 with some charging much more. So, how do 
students find the best ones for their needs without spending a fortune?
To combat the overabundance of sloppy or inaccurate information found with 
search engines, Answer Underground released an app in May 2012 for iPhone 
users. Not only does it provide a platform for instructors and students at high 
school and college/university levels to help one another regarding specific 
questions, but it’s free. And students want free because they can already get many of 

Mobile Connections, Real Collaboration
How the power of bringing students’ real-world college connections 
together for learning is working to positively disrupt education     



the answers to their questions for free online if 
they’re willing to take the time to wade through the 
sea of information.

What is Answer Underground?
Answer Underground is an app that allows students 
and educators to post questions and answers no matter 
where they are across the country – essentially enabling 
them to create study groups no matter where they are. 
What’s more, the learning utility is continuously 
updated by students and instructors from some of the 
best universities and colleges in the United States 
including Stanford and UC Berkeley.
Founded in 2012, Answer Underground is the 
brainchild of educational entrepreneur Sallie Severns 
who has also launched other education businesses for 
companies such as Nextag and Answers.com.

“Today’s college students 
don’t go anywhere 
without their 
cellphones; they’re 
mobile, and extremely 
tech savvy,” says 
Severns. “When I 
approached students 
and educators with early 
versions of Answer 
Underground, the 
response was 
overwhelmingly 
positive.” 
Students and instructors 
can post questions and 
answers in groups either 
for a specific class or in a 
cross-collegiate way. 
Unlike using search 
engines such as Google 
and Yahoo! Answers, there is no need to jump on the 
Internet. There is also less chance of a multitude of 
answers that may or may not be right. Google’s search 
results usually can’t get quite as specific as Answer 
Underground, and Yahoo! Answers can be answered 
by anyone – expert or not. 
“The greatest benefit [of using Answer Underground] 
was being able to search for a topic quickly without 
having to use Google,” says 22-year-old English/
Theater major Valerie McBride of Texas A&M 
University. “And if I didn’t have a specific topic in mind, 
just a general idea, this app was perfect for showing a 
wide arrays of topics within a subject.”
Kevin Ferris, a 19-year-old Computer Information 
Systems major at California State Polytechnic 
University, has a similar take. “While the big name 
public search Q&As have the widest selection, they do 
not always have reliable answers and often are littered 

“Collaboration is fundamental to the education experience. The nature of how our society 
functions is through collaboration and in this mobile age, it’s intertwined through technology.” 
—Sallie Severns, Founder & CEO, Answer Underground
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Metrics Driven for Education. Sallie Severns 
successfully launched education verticals for companies 
like Nextag and Answers.com. She decided to focus on the 
underserved education market by creating a learning app 
to connect students with academic Q&A in a group 
environment. She holds a BA in English/Economics from 
UC Berkeley and has spent the last 7 years specifically in 
education lead gen.         
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percentage of college 
students who find that 
they cannot study 
without the aid of 
technology

Source: Presta Electronics   



with internet 
‘trolls,’” he 
states. “Answer 
Underground is 
used primarily 
by professors 
and students 
who are a much 
more reliable 
source of 
knowledge.”
Armin Nayak, 
an 18-year-old 
biomedical 
engineering 
major at 
Pennsylvania 
State University, 
couldn’t agree 
more. “[The 
greatest benefit 

is] that it is so easy 
to collaborate with other students from all over to solve 
a certain problem,” he says. Instead of browsing the 
Internet for a long time or searching through books, I 
can easily find the answer to my problems in the palm 
of my hand.”
The company behind this app is headquartered in 
Silicon Valley. In addition to Severns, Answer 
Underground was launched as a collaborative effort 
with mobile developer Adam Bemowski. They’re small, 
but they pack a punch.
Unlike a number of other educational apps, Answer 
Underground is free. How can a start-up company give 
away a free app and expect longevity in the market? 
Answer Underground plans to generate revenue by 
generating sales leads based on user interest once the 
user base reaches a sufficient size.

“I really don’t have the money to spend even 99 cents 
on an app, much less two dollars,” says McBride. “The 
fact that this app is free and is yet so user-friendly and 
complete in that there are no core subjects missing or 
incomplete, is a major find. It’s almost like having an 
entire encyclopedia at your fingertips for free.”
“I was surprised to see that it is free,” George Bravo, 20-
year-old film and media studies major at Arizona State 
University, says. “It definitely gives a lot for free.”

Answer Underground in action
Nearly every major subject is listed within the app 
including Math, Science, Literature, History, Arts, 
Social Sciences, Business, Law, Health, and Religion. 
Users can search by subject and find groups and 
questions that pertain to their search. Users can also be 
active in a number of groups per subject and are not 
limited to only one. They can create their own groups 
and invite classmates or join an existing group – even 
those at other schools and colleges. 
Here’s how it works: Access is made simple by allowing 
users to sign in using their Facebook accounts. A 
student or instructor poses a question, which others in 

“The fact that this app is free and complete in that there are no core subjects missing is a major find. 
It’s almost like having an entire encyclopedia at your fingertips for free.” 

—Valerie McBride, Student, Texas A&M University 

38
percentage of college 
students who can’t go 
more than 10 minutes 
without checking their 
smartphone

Source: Mashable

Reliable Source. 
Nearly every subject is 

listed within the Answer 
Underground app 

including Math, Science, 
Literature, History, Arts, 
Social Sciences, Business, 

Law, Health and 
Religion. It is used 

primarily by professors 
and students —a more 

reliable source than 
traditional search 

engines when it comes to 
academic searches.



that group immediately see. In real-time, other students 
and instructors answer the question, both of which can 
be rated as being correct or incorrect by the group. 
Whenever a student or instructor posts an answer, a 
notification is sent via text or email to his or her cell 
phone as soon as it comes in, making it simple to get an 
answer to a question quickly.
“The answer response is not a long waiting time,” says 
Nya Smith, an 18-year-old biology major at Texas 
Southern University. “And when I need the answer, I 
know that there is an actual professor who is capable of 
answering my question.”
Bravo couldn’t agree more. “The greatest benefit would 
be AU’s ability to quickly respond to questions that 
students post on the app,” he says. “It helps students 
resolve those pesky, frustrating questions in various 
subjects.”
Some may worry about the risk of cheating. But 
students already have access to the Internet, texting and 
instant messaging. One positive of the Answer 

Underground app is 
that instructors can 
check to see if any of 
their students were 
using it during the test 
by customizing their 
communication 
preferences.
Currently, Answer 
Underground is 
available for iPhone 
users. When asked 
about why the app is 
currently only available 
in limited form, it was 
stated that they want to 
perfect the app based 
on feedback from 
consumers before 
developing it out onto 
other platforms. 

Rocking the boat
Answer Underground, very simply put, changes the 
way students and even educators gain access to 
information. Unlike the online education Q&A 
platform Piazza, Answer Underground is completely 
workable as a phone app, making it easy to use during 
lectures and labs where computers are sometimes more 
challenging. It also differs from Edmodo in that 
Edmodo is a program for leading online discussions, 
organizing schedules, and communicating with 
parents. Instead, Answer Underground allows students 
to lead what kind of information they gain. 
“I am excited to use it to organize study groups and as a 
sort of class discussion board, instead of using social 
networks,” says McBride. “This seems more 
academically professional.”

Completely workable as a phone app, Answer Underground is easy to use during lectures 
and labs where computers are sometimes more challenging.  
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Authentic Learning, Real Results. Kevin Ferris, a 
19-year old 4.0 grade point average student at 
California State Polytechnic University in Pomona, 
Calif., uses Answer Underground to make it through his 
studies. “I regard the application as a filtered search 
engine for academic Q&A with quality answers,” he says.   

ANSWER: THE PHONE 
Nearly every major subject is 
listed within the Answer 
Underground app, including: 

☑ Math
☑ Science
☑ Literature
☑ History
☑ Arts
☑ Social Sciences    
☑ Business
☑ Law   
☑ Health
☑ Religion 



Answer 
Underground 
also puts a 
wrench in the 
spokes of web-
based tutoring 
and Q&A sites 
that charge 
money – some 
that cost in the 
hundreds per 
month. For very 
similar services, 
Answer 
Underground 
offers them for 
free. Answer 
Underground 
changes the way 
students find 
information but 

also helps to keep 
students from becoming sidetracked online. “Using a 
search engine such as Google, there are an infinite 
possibilities of links, ads, and sites to distract you from 
your goal,” states Ferris. “I personally get distracted by 
toolbar bookmarks to my favorite sites in Firefox while 
trying to search for an academic answer.”

Mobile by the numbers
It is no surprise that the use of technology  has risen in 
the classroom just as much as it has for everyday usage. 
But how much exactly is the use of mobile devices 
impacting how people are gaining information?
According to a 2012 Pew Internet & American Lifestyle 
Report, nearly 9 out of 10 smartphone owners have 
used their phones in the past 30 days to find 
information including arranging time with friends and 
searching for information in relation to a specific 

question. The report labels these people “just-in-time” 
cell users because they are gaining their information 
just in time. This includes 62 percent of the entire 
adult population – not just smartphone users.
Smartphones are on the rise in popularity in comparison 
to other phones. Adults with smartphones amounts to 46 
percent in 2012, up 11 percent from just the previous year.
In the fall of 2011, 19.7 million students began studies 
at American colleges and universities – more than ever 
before – according to the Institute of Education 
Sciences. According to Mashable Tech, 57 percent of 
college students own a smartphone.
Smartphones are versatile tools for college-aged 
students. According to the ECAR National Study of 
Undergraduate Students and Information Technology 
2011, 45 percent of smartphone users use their phones 
to look up information during class and 59 percent use 
their smartphones to look up information pertaining to 
their coursework outside of class. Other applications of 

Answer Underground estimates its potential user base at 50 million, based on 
data from the National Center for Education Statistics.

9 out of 10
ratio of smartphone 
owners who have used 
their phones in the past 30 
days to find information, 
including searching for 
information in relation to a 
specific question

Source: 2012 Pew Internet & 
American Lifestyle Report

Mobile Connections. Young adults between 18-24 years 
old text most frequently, sending on average 109.5 messages 
each day, or 3,200 texts per month. With 66 percent of 
students emailing their professors by smartphone, the 
Answer Underground app alleviates that workload, rerouting 
that flow to the crowd—while still allowing the professor to 
locate where students are getting stuck before exams.    



the smartphone include use as a calculator (52 percent), 
use as a dictionary or thesaurus (49 percent), emailing 
professors (66 percent), checking grades (62 percent), 
and use as a time management device (42 percent). 
“Sitting in a lecture hall last semester, it is nearly 
impossible to not see someone with their smartphone,” 
says McBride. “Nowadays, it is a necessary tool not 
only in life, but in education. I can’t even count the 
times when the professor had trouble remembering a 
date or person and someone in the front row – me – 
had to Google it. But with Google, you have to weed 
through the irrelevant data. This app gives 
straightforward and simple answers.”
Even colleges and universities are getting on board. 
According to The Campus Computing Project, 55.3 
percent of public universities offer mobile apps as of fall 
2011 compared to 32.5 percent in fall 2010. Private 
universities offering mobile apps also rose to 50 percent 

fall 2011 up from 42.2 
percent in fall 2010.
Kenneth Green, 
founding director of 
The Campus 
Computing Project says 
the rise has happened 
because “students come 
to campus expecting to 
use mobile apps on 
their smartphones and 
tablets to navigate 
campus resources and 
use campus 
services. Also important 
is that compared to a 
year ago, more firms – 
both LMS and ERP 
providers – now offer 
mobile options for their 
campus clients.”
Where else is technology going in education? In an 
article by Campus Technology, it is projected that 5.14 
million students will take classes in a physical setting, 
3.55 million will take classes strictly online, and 18.65 
million will take some classes online in the year 2014.
Texting is a common method of communication 
among the 18-24 set. According to Mashable 
Tech, young adults ages 18- to 24-years-old text 
the most frequently, sending on average 109.5 
messages each day – or 3,200 texts each month. In 
2010, the U.S. population of 18- to 24-year olds 
consisted of 30.6 million. 
“The adamant fear that technology is making 
students dumber and impractical in the classroom 
frustrates and infuriates me,” expresses Bravo. “I 
wholeheartedly believe that the younger 
generation of college students and professionals 
must embrace technology in the classrooms.”

“Students come to campus expecting to use mobile apps on their smartphones 
and tablets to navigate campus resources and use campus services.” 
—Kenneth Green, Founding Director, e Campus Computing Project
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No Major 
Stops. 
George 
Bravo is a 
20-year old 
film and 
media studies 
major at 
Arizona 
State 
University. 
“The greatest 
benefit would 
be AU’s 
ability to 
quickly 
respond to 
questions 
that students 
post on the 
app,” he 
says. “It 

helps students resolve those pesky, frustrating 
questions in various subjects.”

45
percentage of 
smartphone users who 
use their phones to look 
up information during 
class

Source: ECAR National 
Study of Undergraduate 
Students and Information 
Technology 2011  



The use of an 
app also 
appears to be 
more helpful 
for students 
than a website. 
“[T]he mobility 
of the app is of 
great 
importance as I 
often to not 
carry my laptop 
with me,” says 
Henry Bradlow, 
a 22-year-old 
EECS major at 
US Berkeley. 
“Tools such as 
Answers 
Underground 
greatly improve 

my connection to 
professors and TA’s in classes that are otherwise too 
big to have such contact.”

Values and benefits
The use of the Answer Underground app connects 
students and instructors from all walks of life to help 
one another. Because the support and connection with 
others is so strong, it could assist in bettering not only 
the knowledge base of the user, but ultimately grades.
“I believe this app would indirectly and directly change 
my scores for the better,” says McBride. “Directly 
because I feel it would help me learn material better 
when I ask and answer questions. Indirectly because it 
would help hone my study skills in a way, especially 
when I’m motivated by fellow class members.” 

Bravo expounds on this idea. “It directly assists 
students achieve higher scores by allowing other users 
who are more familiar with the subject to answer the 
question,” he explains. “AU relieves the pressure of 
asking challenging or simple questions.”
Answer Underground also connects students to 
instructors and students at top educational and 
research institutions in the country.  
“I would have never collaborated with Stanford and 
UC Berkeley without this app,” McBride recalls. “Being 
from Texas, I don’t have access to either university. But 
seeing those groups, it makes me open my eyes to the 
possibilities available to my school as well.”
Users are also provided with content that is free of 
clutter and that is rated for quality by those who know.
“I regard the application as a filtered search engine for 
academic Q&A with quality answers” says Ferris. “The 
very same thing can be found through Google or 
Yahoo! Answers, but the user must dig through all the 
clutter and inaccuracies in order to find it.  So while the 
access has always been there, Answer Underground 
provides it without the clutter.”

On the horizon
Based on past trends, usage of technology, 
smartphones and apps in an educational setting will 
continue to rise. In the meantime, Answer 
Underground continues to garner attention and retain 
users. Once Meetup Media, Inc., feels the iPhone 
version is fully developed, they intend to build it out for 
other smartphones so more students will have access.
“All the features are there for a very powerful academic 
tool,” says Ferris. “Given some time and marketing, I 
believe that the application can grow to be used 
predominately in most major universities.”

Based on past trends, usage of technology, smartphones and apps in 
an educational setting will continue to rise.

18- to 24-year-olds
are the most frequent 
texters, sending on 
average 109.5 messages 
each day — or 3,200 
texts each month. 

Source: Mashable.com
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