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Abstract

How can we design and implement a training course in order to develop and support entrepreneurial attitudes and skills? How could we evaluate the course’s effectiveness? 

These questions lead to an interesting ground of research, especially in Italy where the industrial tissue is based on small and medium firms, the training on entrepreneurial matters is not so widespread and is not offered in University programs addressed to undergraduate students at all. This paper is based on the field experience of the authors and it is presented here as a case study.

The Entrepreneurship Course of LIUC University (from now as ECLU) aims, on one side, at recognising and developing those features that usually characterise an entrepreneurial profile, such as initiative, creativity, risk attitude, flexibility, persistency. On the other hand, at developing skills such as designing a business model, managing the start – up of new ventures, managing the financial dimension of business and transferring those ingredients within a rational framework, such as a business plan. 

ECLU should be considered innovative for the following reasons: (1) Course design process, (2) Inter-faculty course, (3) Innovative teaching methods; (4) Innovative outcome.

LIUC University is now implementing the third edition of the Course, whereas about 45 students attended the past two. The success of the course could be analysed from different perspectives, that reflect different dimensions of the students’ learning process, in order to check out the real filling of the gap between theory and practice. The empirical experience developed at LIUC University represents a case study that sheds some useful suggestions in order to develop the Entrepreneurship training at university level. Nevertheless, some doubts are rising about the real sustainability of such courses, in terms of the large amount of costs required for implementing the course, if compared with the small number of trained students. Furthermore, the work and the commitment required to the students could create a warped image of the course and refrain them from taking it.

1. Introduction 

The importance of entrepreneurship for the actual economy keeps growing (Béchard and Toulouse, 1998), causing a widespread and increasing interest for the development of entrepreneurship education in different grades of study (Finkle and Deeds, 2001). According with the scholars (Ronstand, 1985; Gorman and Halon, 1997) who maintain the possibility of increasing the entrepreneurship ability through education, the main question is how we could design and implement effective training activities. At the same time, the increased level of complexity managed by the firms together with the structural change that characterizes the economic environment, requires a more sophisticated competence to start up a new venturing. Focusing on the situation of Italian economy, this element emerges as crucial: the economic environment is based on small and medium size firms and the renewal of the actual economic environment is critical to maintain the competitiveness of our economic system in the long term. In spite of the structural characteristics of Italian economy, the entrepreneurship education in our country is underdeveloped, especially at University level.

The reasons of this gap could be traced as follows:

· The traditionalism of Italian University does not allow a real innovative process, that could modify the contents and the methodology used;

· Italian Universities suffer of an overpopulation of students, if compared to the number of professors;

· The traditional distance between University and the economic environment does not allow a real sharing of needs and knowledge.

For these reasons, the gap between market needs and academic offer is both considerable and persistent
. Cattaneo University - LIUC, thanks to the participation at an international project, designed and implemented an entrepreneurship course that widens and enriches its strategic mission. The peculiar background of this University creates a fertile environment
, facilitating the start-up of ECLU, an entrepreneurship course for undergraduate students.

This paper is divided into three sections. The first one describes the process followed to design and implement ECLU; the second analyses the course structure; the last one evaluates the learning outcome and the results achieved. Some principles are individuated on the base of entrepreneurship education literature.
2. The Process followed to design ECLU

The time and energy spent in the design of ECLU was considerable. The idea of creating and implementing an entrepreneurship course comes from the participation of LIUC University at the Columbus Alfa Project, started in 1998. This has leaded our University to collaborate with several European and Latin American Universities. The aim was to develop a prototype course and to create a network among the Institutions of the Alfa Group, in order to facilitate exchange of teachers, researchers, and students. The project started with a first meeting held in Merida (Mexico), where the different Universities participating discussed about issues and opportunities related with entrepreneurship education. That meeting gave birth to a project of entrepreneurship course, the design of which was worked out by different universities.  The project was laid out at two different levels: periodic meetings and workshops were organized at the international one, to share and develop ideas, proposals, and experiences grew at the local level, in each University.

At LIUC University, an entrepreneurship commission, composed by different professionals, was established to work on the project, in order to take into account different perspectives and satisfy different needs. In particular, the commission included professors of different disciplines (business, economics, philosophy, law, anthropology) and faculties (Business, Law and Engineering), entrepreneurs and students who proved to have a peculiar entrepreneurship attitude
. The effort was directed to the active support of the international team involved in the Alfa –Columbus project and to acknowledge the proposal and the indications from the other Universities. The entrepreneurship commission worked for one and a half year, with two weekly meetings.  One of the most important challenges was the combination of different perspectives. At the beginning, this appeared as problematic for the definition of a common view, but it finally proved to be decisive to design an effective course. The project was concluded during summer 2000, in order to launch ECLU for the following academic year.  

3. The course’s structure

3.1 Design principle 

The outcome of the long designing process resulted in an entrepreneurship course well articulated and focused on the learning process of the participants. The entrepreneurship commission defined some designing principles, summarized as follows:

Principle 1: The entrepreneurship attitude of the participants influences the teaching setting and the possible learning outcome (Brockhaus, 1994).

Principle 1a: A selection process is required to evaluate the background of the candidates and select the students gifted with a peculiar entrepreneurship attitude.
Principle 2: An entrepreneurship course should develop not only knowledge, but especially skills and capabilities, differently from the traditional University courses, based on knowledge transfer.
Principle 2a: Teaching staff should develop and maintain commitment and motivation

Principle 2b: The teaching methods should spur the active participation of the students (Gordman and Hanlon, 1997).

Principle 3: the contents and the teaching setting should take into view all aspects of the entrepreneur life, from business competences to psychological aspects (Block and Stumpf, 1992; Curran and Stanworth, 1989)

Principle 3a: the contents are addressed to develop the ability of building up a business plan, based on a clear and coherent business model.

Principle 3b: the students should become aware of the existence of an entrepreneurship role and of the problems related to start and conduct a new venturing.

Principle 3c: The students should develop an experimental learning 

Principle 3d: Different professionalisms should compose the “extended teaching staff”.

Principle 4: an entrepreneur should develop the ability to work and collaborate with other people, with different competence, backgrounds and perspectives

Principle 4a: the course should be interfaculty in order to develop a class with different competences and backgrounds.  

In the following paragraphs, we describe in detail the course design, highlighting the consistency of each element to the principles mentioned. 

3.2 The Selection process of the Participants

The selection process is the first critical activity carried out to realize each edition of ECLU: the level of the participants and their initial perceptions of the efforts and challenges requested influence the dynamics during ECLU and the relative learning outcome.

At the beginning of the first term, the teaching staff works on the selection of the participants, starting with ECLU presentation to last year students of each Faculty. In fact, ECLU is provided in each study plan of each faculty of LIUC University. Preceded by a series of promotion activities to spur curiosity and interest, the presentation aims at increasing interest and appeal about this class, among the other optional courses offered by the University. In addition, the presentation is useful to answer questions of the audience and to solve some doubts or misunderstandings diffused by word of mouth
. In particular, we should consider that the higher is the number of requests of participation, the more effective is the selection process. For this reason, the opening presentation is a critical starting point that influences the entire process. After this presentation, the selection process starts with the request to fill in an application from, available on the web site
. 

The aim is to trace a preliminary profile of the candidates: through the application forms, we select the candidates for the interviews. During these last ones, the aspirant participant has the chance of meeting each other, thus evaluating directly their motivation and attitude. The discussion during the interview deals with the contents of the application form and the characteristic identified as typical of an entrepreneur (DUBS, 1989). More specifically, our aim is the assessment of their locus of control, their motivation, their longing for success and their attitude to see errors and failure in a constructive way. 

The ranking resulting from the evaluation of the application forms and the interviews allow the second phase of the selection process. The final aim is the selection of  25 - 30 students. A higher number could increase the complexity of course, in order to develop an intensive interaction between students and teaching staff.  Figure 2 summarizes the different steps of the selection process, underlining its timing.

	Figure 2 – Time setting of the selection process
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	Source: authors’ elaboration


3.3 Learning levels and articulations of the contents

One of the most important element is the different learning level activated. More specifically, we could identify two levels: 

· Knowledge and skill development at theoretical level: the work done in the class, with the aim of building up the basic level of knowledge and skills required. This theoretical level does not mean that lessons are only based on theory, without any experimentation. Conversely, it means that the experimentation is carried out in a simulated environment, as happens during role-plays, case studies, simulations and so on.

· Capabilities and skills at experimental level: this level is based on the work self governed by the students outside the classroom, about the development of the business idea. Students experiment directly the real difficulties of identifying the source of information, developing a consistent business model, managing possible conflicts inside the team and so on. They also have the possibility of experimenting immediately what we discuss in the class and reduce the gap between theory and practice. 

The second, more complex, level of learning requires the support of two PhD students for each team. The tutorship facilitates the development of the business ideas and the control that the workflow is adequate to conclude the project on time.  In addition, we should consider that developing a business idea is a complex matter that requires a huge engagement in order to analyse and clarify each aspect; for this reason, the team work is leaded through assignments given every ten days. The structure of the course is described in Figure 3, that shows the time setting of each level of learning. 
	Figure 3 – Levels of learning
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	Source – authors’ elaboration


More specifically, the programme carried out during the classroom activities, as showed by Figure 3, is divided into three different units:

· The Dead Poets Society:  this unit is aimed at establishing a relationship between teaching staff and students, which is necessary to generate the adequate collaboration climate to achieve the learning outcome. Students should also become aware of what implies being or becoming an entrepreneur.  A self-evaluation of the entrepreneurship profile is proposed as base for discussion about the limits and the relativity of this type of test.

· Entrepreneur’s role and profile: this second unit is aimed at clarifying what entrepreneurship means. A theoretical definition is proposed, in order to clarify the entrepreneurship profile and its role in the Economy.
· Developing entrepreneurship capabilities: Through the different lectures of this unit the students are invited to analyse the following items: spotting and building opportunities, working alone and in team, business planning, risk evaluation, value creation, developing negotiation skills, scenario planning, funding resources, persistency and flexibility, economic and financial aspects involved in business planning .

As Figure 3 shows, during the third unit, students work out their business idea in small groups. This is the crucial part of the course, where the students are challenged to develop a business idea, thus formalizing a business plan. At the beginning of March, the students are inviting to present and discuss their business ideas: a specific session is dedicated to it. The students are free to discuss with each other and to form the teams. They choose and define the business idea at its basic level. Typically, many business ideas come into view at the beginning. The discussion in and outside the classroom results in a natural selection of them. Sometimes the students are so taken by a business idea, that, in spite of the critics and the pitfalls noted by their colleagues, they get to drastic decisions, such as choosing to work alone or form another team, or even giving up the course. The work about the development of the business idea is spurred by the term assignment and the counselling activities carried out by tutors. 

3.4 Teaching staff, teaching methodologies and capabilities development

Different professionalisms are involved in ECLU, in order to cover the whole learning needs necessary for an entrepreneur. The entire teaching staff is composed by ten members (from now on extended teaching staff). Seven in ten teach for no more than two sessions. They provide their expertise for each theme discussed, considering their academic and professional background. Three members are always present during the sessions: the course coordinator and two tutors (identified as teaching staff). In addition, some testimonials are invited during the sessions or in extra workshops. Normally, these initiative are largely appreciated by the students, because they give them the chance to see and “touch” what it means to be an entrepreneur.

Teaching methodology is a decisive factor in the learning process. In particular, in the design process, we identified for each session a teaching approach aimed to get at the learning outcome expected in each lessons. The teaching approach is based on high interaction between participants and teaching staff, in order to spur the elicitation of the tacit knowledge and of different points of view and to develop an attitude to express only constructive criticism, avoiding groundless judgments. The methods used are analyzed in Table 1, where skills and knowledge development are reported for each session.  As the table shows, each session is meant to develop a single ability. At the same time, each lesson answers to specific and critical questions for an entrepreneurship life.

3.5 Final exam

Differently from traditional University courses that evaluate the knowledge retention, this course assesses the ability to lead a project that involves team working, the ability to present and maintain the work done and to rise interest in a professional audience.  

The final exam consists in the dissertation of the business plan developed by each team. The commission is composed by the teaching staff of the course, by other professors representing the different Faculties involved and by three entrepreneurs. Each team hands in the final business plan one week before the exam, in order to deliver it to the commission members and to prepare the presentation. Each dissertation takes about thirty minutes: twenty for the presentation and ten for the discussion. The final evaluation is made out through the combination of a first evaluation proposed by the teaching staff, who takes into account the engagement of each team and the difficulties met, and the evaluation of the commission, that adds or subtracts points to the first one. The commission assesses the clearness of the presentation, the consistency of the business idea, the strength of the assumptions, the variety and reliability of the information sources. 

	Table 1 - Teaching methods, skills and knowledge development
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4. Learning outcome and Evaluation of the results 

4.1 Satisfaction Analysis

The student satisfaction is an important element to promote learning during the course, creating and increasing commitment and effort. Two types of evaluation are used for the “course satisfaction”:

· Step by step satisfaction questionnaires: After each lesson, each student fills in a questionnaire, focusing on his appraisal of the session. This questionnaire is personal and it is useful to evaluate the single session, to check out the audience satisfaction and to set and improve the teaching quality. 

· Official satisfaction questionnaire: At the end of the course, students fill in the official satisfaction questionnaire, which is used in every course held at LIUC University. It allows the comparison of the students’ degrees of satisfaction. This questionnaire is not personal. 

The results of the two past editions are very good in both evaluations. The results of the first questionnaire shows a 90% average of full satisfaction in each session. Only two sessions received fewer scores. The comments after each session show a positive attitude, and a broad interest in the contents and in the teaching methods used. 

The results of the second questionnaire show a high degree of course satisfaction. The average degree of satisfaction of this course surpasses the one of the other courses carried out at LIUC University. More specifically, our evaluation is about 6.3 when the average is 5.4, in a rating varying from 1 to 7. For the results achieved, we can say that the course meets the student needs in a well appreciated way. The satisfaction is also evaluated through a direct contact with the students during and after the course. In particular, their feedbacks are very important to modify and adapt some aspects of it. 

4.2 Evaluation of learning outcome in the short and the long term 

The course satisfaction is just the starting point to activate an effective learning process and more attention has to be used in the evaluation of the effective results in the short and long term. We could evaluate learning outcome in the short term through the final exam, because it does not have to evaluate the knowledge retention, but the skills and abilities acquired through the experience on the field. In the two past editions, the final evaluations were very positive and they work as indicators for the commitment and the reliability of the work done. The final evaluations are high, between 26/30 to 30/30, with mention. Besides the results achieved, the teaching staff checks the increasing results in different areas of the entrepreneur abilities, observing directly the evolution of each team. 

The most important result achieved is the increased ability to manage the uncertainties and the problem solving. In the traditional way of teaching, the student develops the idea that professors possess a universal knowledge of their field and can answer any possible question. Problems and doubts are thus easily solved: students ask and professors answer. This scheme works when the object of the learning process is knowledge itself. On the other way, when the object are skills and capabilities, nobody knows every time the perfect way, for example, to obtain information or to solve a relationship problem arisen among the team members. The teaching staff can give advices and suggest some general principles that could solve the problem. It is of course impossible to provide precise instructions about what it is best to do. In addition, students have to decide what they want to do about their business plan, without the help of the teaching staff, who doesn’t have a solution for everything: it is necessary to take in the uncertainty and the related risk that characterize every discovery process. The students have to decide by themselves and sometime it appears as it is the first time. 

The evaluation in the long term is more problematic. The final aim of an entrepreneurship course is to “create” future entrepreneurs to start new venturing, or develop an existing company with an entrepreneurial style. The course is addressed to undergraduate students, who often spend some years working in a company or in a consulting firm, in order to develop their professionalism. It is also to be mentioned that the small number of participants and the short time passed from the first edition make a precise evaluation of long term results impossible. Some guidelines are coming out and we are confident that they will increase in the future. In particular, a business plan developed during the course, dealing with the expansion of an already existent concessionary firm of a municipal sport centre, was really used to ask a finance aid to the municipality, in order to increase the benefit for the local communities, the dimensions of the firm and its profitability. Another team developed an interesting business plan about an internet based company of ethnic food home delivery in Milan. Some months after the final exam, a different group started a new venturing based on the same idea in another city. Even if this example does not prove a real initiative of that team, it shows its ability to spot a real opportunity in the market. At the same time, they won the first prize in an international competition, promoted by BYOUNG Foundation
.

There is plenty of difficulties in starting up a new venturing and many factors can put an obstacle to it. Anyway, a training course cannot have a strong impact on the entrepreneurship initiative. It can improve the motivation, develop skills and competence but it is not enough to attain a real impact on the local reality. 

5. Future project: EDRC

As suggested by some scholars (Hood and Young, 1995), in order to achieve a maximum level of effectiveness, an entrepreneurship education program should be linked to a clearly defined strategy, so that formal objectives, programs strategic and operating plans can be outlined. According to this perspective the entrepreneurship course will be a part of a more comprehensive academic project. The fertile background described led to the idea of developing the Entrepreneurship Research and Development Centre (ERDC). It is thought as a setting to concentrate resources and efforts to promote activities that could support the development of the economic environment of the LIUC University area. 

The objectives of the ERDC could be summarized as follows: 

· carrying out research activities concerning the most innovative topics on entrepreneurship, in order to acquire an international visibility and status; 

· become a point of reference for the connection of entrepreneurial environment and academic context, acting as an incubator of business ideas rose in the training activity carried out by the ERDC within the University or in the territory;  

· starting up relational network with firms, entrepreneurs, Venture Capitalists, Business Angels and with other Institutions that deal with entrepreneurship matters, in order to provide a concrete support to new ventures.

In order to gain the goals settled, the activity of the ERDC is ran along these four mainstreams: training and teaching activities, research, publications, support of the starting-up of new ventures, seen as the natural consequence of the whole cycle of activities carried out by the ERDC. In fact, a tight interrelation exists between these activities: research activity allows a growing knowledge and initiatives constantly up-to-date, concerning both training and support activities for the start-up. On the other hand, the training context represents a potential field where new business ideas can rise. Meanwhile, activities supporting the starting-up of new ventures, as well as training initiatives, can engender new questions to be replied by research activity. Finally, the support to the start-up allows revealing puts into light possible needs of new ventures that could be met by the training activity.

6. Conclusion

The empirical experience developed at LIUC University represents a case study that sheds some useful suggestions in order to develop the Entrepreneurship training at University level. The principle individuated could be used as guidelines for the implementation of entrepreneurship courses.

The main strains of ECLU could be summoned as follows:

· Course design process: the course has been designed within an interdisciplinary project team, composed by professors of different disciplines and spurred by an international collaboration among different Universities.

· Inter-faculty course: the course has been designed in order to develop a longitudinal approach to Entrepreneurship training. Students from Business Administration, Law and Engineering are joined in order to lead a cross-fertilization of knowledge and experience.

· Innovative teaching methods: the teaching approach presents a high level of interaction between teachers and participants. The course is conceived as a laboratory; teachers and students work together, within and outside the classroom; the teaching team is composed by different professionalisms.

· Innovative outcome: far from the traditional class-examination, the outcome is based on the discussion of the business plans. This outcome is supported during the course through the development of knowledge, skills and abilities.
Nevertheless, some doubts are rising about the real sustainability of ECLU, in terms of the large amount of costs required for implementing it, if compared to the small number of trained students. The extended teaching staff is composed by ten members, seven who teach for one or two lessons, the course coordinator and two assistants who are involved in all sessions. This weakness is hard to avoid because an interactive course requires necessary both a limited number of students and the variety of professionalisms in the teaching staff, that enriches the quality of ECLU. Considering the few resources devolved to University and research activities, the high cost per student could become fatal for the bearableness of the course in the long term.

Furthermore, the course requires a lot of work, probably more than the credit recognized, and students work in an uncertain situation, that favourites the development of the skills required. The students who not involved in the course could not recognize the value of this teaching methods and the effort required. Because of word of mouth, the ECLU could be perceived as a “too hard course” with a decreasing interest in it.  Probably students with entrepreneurship attitude could overcome this negative image and join ECLU. Anyway, we should consider the powerful effect of the “group thinking” on the decision process of each one. Some signals are coming into sight, especially during the presentation to the students. An increasing credit could reduce this misperception effect. 

The future project represents an important development of ECLU and it could improve our impact on the “real world”, developing and spurring the entrepreneurship vitality in the local economy. 
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� We expect that this lack will be reduced, thanks to the actual university reform. It is driving each university to rephrase and update the programs, the courses, and the teaching methodologies used. 


� The local entrepreneurs and industrial association founded LIUC eleven years ago. They were interested in founding a university to develop human resources for the local economic tissue. In this outline, the entrepreneurship course and the other related initiatives are an important support to the local business community.


� The students involved into the commission were members of Junior Enterprise, a student association vastly diffused in Europe and South America, operating as junior consultants. 


� Students of the past editions are important resources in this phase: their participation during the presentation communicates that the course is not a traditional one and creates a considerable commitment between teachers and students


� The application form requires the following information:


-Personal data of the students, in order to facilitate communication during the selection process;


-A short description of extra-didactical activities carried out in and outside the University;


-The description of one or more significant experience that show their initiative and entrepreneurship attitudes;


-The grounds for their participation to the course.


� BYOUNG is a foundation of BSI SA. The foundation has the purpose of carrying out international initiatives, seminars and courses, that foster the cultural and entrepreneurial integration among young people.
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