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 Introduction
The Curry BizCamp in Entrepreneurship is the major outreach program offered by the University of Manitoba’s Asper Centre for Entrepreneurship.  Launched in 1998 at the request of a London, England-based donor and encompassing aspects of similar programs the donor had seen in the United States, this program has graduated 451 Manitoba youth between the ages of 13 – 20.  The major difference between the Asper Centre’s program and those in the United States is the Curry BizCamp places more emphasis on helping the youth develop an entrepreneurial lifestyle and less on encouraging them to launch a business.  This change was made based on cultural differences between Canada and the United States.  Small business startup and ownership is not seen by Canadians in the same positive light as it is in the United States, and the recognition the odds of a successful business startup by youth in the target age range are low.  

Youth selected for this program are drawn from a variety of groups identified as exhibiting some sort of at-risk behaviour or coming from disadvantaged circumstances.  Examples of youth invited to take this part in this program include recent immigrants to Canada, youth living in lower socio-economic areas of Winnipeg (primarily the downtown core), youth identified as either being part of or potentially joining a street gang, youth with truancy issues, high school dropouts, Aboriginal youth and former sex trade workers.  The mixture of youth in any given camp tends to vary but over the course of the past five years the Curry BizCamp has recruited from each of the areas listed.

Recruitment is aided through a series of partnerships the Asper Centre has developed with social organizations and government departments.  For example, Asper Centre staff have developed contacts with approximately 75 schools in Winnipeg that have been identified as having a student body consisting of one or more of the target groups.  In some cases, these schools refer the Asper Centre to outreach programs they offer that are specifically aimed at our target group.  As part of this arrangement, the teachers identify youth they believe could benefit from the program and arrange an information session delivered by Asper Centre staff.   These sessions last approximately one hour and cover the application process along with the program’s key components.

Other partners of the Asper Centre include the City of Winnipeg Police Service and private organizations that deal with young offenders, teen mothers, recent immigrants or active or former sex trade workers.  The Asper Centre has also received support in the past from groups like the Boys and Girls Club, Western Economic Diversification and the Business Development Bank of Canada for Aboriginal youth and Big Brothers/Big Sisters.  The Asper Centre uses a similar process as is used in the school system to make youth recommended by these groups aware of the program and its goals.  

In 2002, Asper Centre staff met with approximately 80 groups between the beginning of May and mid-June.  Over 1500 youth attended these meetings, including one entire school in a lower social-economic area.  Seven hundred-fifty-five application forms were handed out at these meetings and 123 returned.  Of these, two were rejected outright as the people asked to recommend the youth refused.  This was the first time that had ever happened but it proved the worth of our three part application process.  The three-part application process is the main reason so few youth recruited actually apply.  This process was installed for one simple reason.  We only want the most dedicated youth to enter the program.  This stringent process results in very few participants leaving the program once it starts.  

Application Procedures

The application process consists of a form that asks basic information about the student, for example, name age, address, school, etc.  This information is used to both contact the student and to ensure the camps are balanced in terms of gender, background, age and area of the city represented.  This section also includes a brief essay by the student describing why they want to attend the camp.  Even if the student’s writing skills are weak it is easy to spot those that are interested in learning from the program versus those looking for a way to spend one to three weeks, depending on their age, during the summer.  The second part of the application process consists of the youth’s parent or guardian agreeing to their application.  This section is not necessary for youth over the age of 18.  Part three of the application is an endorsement of the application by the youth’s teacher, parole officer, a representative from the agency recommending them or someone recognized by the Asper Centre as a neutral and responsible third part, e.g. priest or social worker.  Once all applications are received they are reviewed by the Manager, Youth Programs and the Asper Centre’s Director and together they determine which students are offered admission.  Typically, 30 applications are extended for each camp as the goal is to start each camp with 25 youth.  Five additional youth are selected because experience has shown this is the number that either rejects the acceptance due to other commitments, e.g. they have obtained a summer position or family circumstances or fail to show on the first day.  There are a variety of reasons for failing to attend but it primarily results from the youth having obtained a summer job.  Over the five years the program has been in existence, 85% of those youth starting the program graduate.

The Asper Centre offers two versions of BizCamp.  A three-week version is aimed at youth between 15 and 20 while a one-week version targets 13-14 year olds.  Both camps contain the same major elements.  The change in length is due to the attention span differences between the youth involved.  Youth that participate in the one-week camp are eligible to return for the three week camp in later years if they receive a new referral.  This is just another way we attempt to keep youth interested in the entrepreneurial lifestyle.  Since this system has been implemented eight youth have chosen to return to take part in the three-week camp including five in 2002.

Program Elements

The Curry BizCamp in Entrepreneurship involves five elements.  Four of these take place during the one or three-week camp while the fifth is a series of ongoing support programs.  The main purpose of the BizCamp program is education and, in particular, teaching the participants how basic entrepreneurship and business skills are a part of their everyday life.  To accomplish this goal, participants spend about 50% of their time in classroom lectures and related exercises.  These cover such topics as basic math skills, such as calculating a rate of return or a markup percentage, reading comprehension and writing skills.  Participants are taught reading skills by providing them with a daily newspaper, The National Post.  One of Canada’s two national business papers, the National Post is provided under a partnership deal between the Asper Centre and the publisher.  Participants are asked to review the day’s key stories and keep tabs on a stock they chose to follow on the camp’s first day.  Their writing skills are tested by a variety of writing exercises that include everything from preparing a memo listing the contents of the briefcase they are given on the first day to preparing a resume under the supervision of a representative from the Asper School’s Career Services Centre.  One day is devoted to teaching the importance of teams to an entrepreneurial venture.  This lesson is taught using a series of games and activities.  Over the years this exercise has been conducted by representatives from the police service, the Canadian Armed Forces and BizCamp staff.  

It’s not enough however to simply teach these lessons; participants must also be tested on how well these lessons are being absorbed.  To accomplish this goal the Asper Centre uses a series of tests throughout each camp.  The most important of these is the pre- and post-test given to test the math, reading, and business knowledge of the participants.  The same 40 question test is given on the first and last day of each camp and the Asper Centre measures the level of improvement.  In 2002, the level of improvement averaged 68% with some students recording almost a 100% improvement.   This is in keeping with our results from previous years.  Participants are also tested after key lessons using either oral quizzes or short written tests.  Students are encouraged to do well on these through a series of financial and other incentives, for example $2 for the top score or movie passes.  Our experience has been very positive with these incentives as the participants put considerable effort into the tests and become quite competitive to obtain the rewards available.  Interestingly, we haven’t found that it results in participants shunning lower performers.  On the contrary we’ve found the better participants, together with the camp’s instructors, will help participants with difficulties in an effort to improve their scores.  The Asper Centre encourages this behaviour by awarding a certificate to each participant at graduation listing their most outstanding characteristic.  The subject of these certificates includes perseverance, team work, and calculating ROI.

To make the camp seem less like school, external speakers are brought in on a regular basis.  These speakers are drawn from the local entrepreneurial community as well as government and private organizations that support business or career development.  In the case of entrepreneurs the Asper Centre is careful to use speakers representing the various sub-groups present in the camp.  For example, one speaker is a high school dropout.  This entrepreneur discusses how he started his career as a fry cook but realized the only way to improve his position and income was by returning to school.  This person returned to school and not only finished high school but went on to obtain a college degree and become an executive with a major quick service restaurant chain.  Another speaker addresses the issues faced by people on social assistance and how he worked within the system to get a good job.  A third speaker discusses the challenges she faced as an immigrant to Canada in the 1970’s in terms of learning the language and adjusting to Canadian culture.  She discusses how by blending aspects of her culture with Canadian culture she was able to create a series of businesses across the provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan.  Other speakers are brought in from the provincial and municipal government to discuss the legal and regulatory issues involved in launching a new business.  Professionals are also brought in from the legal, accounting and financial services communities to discuss the role they play in starting a business and the participants’ everyday lives.  All discussions are followed by a question and answer session where the participants are encouraged to ask questions, and rewarded for asking tough or probing questions.  

BizCamp’s third major section involves site visits to a variety of locations where participants can see classroom lessons in action.  In the three week camp, participants take part in three such visits while in the one week camp, due to the limited time available, only one site visit is offered.  One visit is made a local market where participants learn what it takes to establish a retail operation.  Topics covered include occupancy costs and how the management of the market determines which entrepreneurs to invite in.  Participants visit a manufacturing or service facility to learn about process and the importance of inventory control.  Locations visited in the past have included a local bus manufacturing facility, a furniture maker and the airport.  The one visit common to both camps and by far the most popular with the participants is Costco, a local wholesaler.  While at Costco, participants learn what it means to be a wholesaler and how to apply the lessons they’ve learned about markup and profit margins.  They also learn about budgeting and consumer tastes as part of the exercise involves purchasing inventory for a small retail operation they run during the camp.  Students in the three week camp run this operation for three days and how they perform on this exercise helps determine their class standing.  This is important because their standing is one of the factors used to determine the scholarship winner for that class.  This scholarship, worth $2,000 towards tuition at the University of Manitoba, is given to the top student in each class and is valid for five years.  To date two scholarships have been activated, both for the 2002-03 academic year and it appears two more will be activated during 2003-04.  For students in the one week camp, this retail operation forms the basis of the business plan produced as the capstone exercise.

The final component of the camp period is the production of a business plan for a proposed new venture.  Participants in the three week camp produce these plans individually.  The Asper Centre reserves the right to make an equity investment to a maximum of $400 in these ventures if the participant can prove to a panel of judges they are interested and able to launch the venture.  Four such investments have been made over the past five years.  These include purchasing a sewing machine for a young woman that wanted to make birthing blankets and repair children’s clothes for people living in her area and an inkjet printer for a young man that started a business to print tickets, notices and other material for his school’s student council.  Both of these businesses proved to be quite successful.  Unsuccessful investments were also made in a custom car painting business and an asphalting service firm.  The custom car painting business was forced out of business when the principal was convicted of auto theft while the second business failed due to unfavourable weather conditions, in particular an early snow that cut the construction season short by three weeks.  Participants in the one week camp build their plans in teams of five based on their retail operation.  

Plans are judged by panels consisting of local business people and media.  Typically each panel consists of four members and they evaluate the ideas presented from an investment potential.  Participants are given 10 minutes to pitch their ideas using PowerPoint, for the three week camp, or overhead template transparencies in the one week camp, followed by a 10 minute question and answer session.  This often proves to be toughest exercise in the camp as presenting in front of a group frightens some participants.  To overcome this, the staff spends considerable time working with the teams to develop their presentation and rehearse.  Despite this effort, this is the only time during the camp that dropouts tend to occur.  On average, one student per camp tends to drop at this point.  To help them graduate, we invite them to come back at a later time and present to a smaller group of experienced judges that know how to put participants at ease and effectively engage them in a way that explains their idea.  

To encourage participants in the preparation of their plan, cash prizes are awarded for the top four plans, $ 300 for first, $ 200 second, $ 100 third and $ 50 fourth, and for prizes in the one week camp, an additional $ 50 prize for the fifth place team. 

BizCamp’s fifth component is the support program starting approximately six weeks after the end of each year’s camps.  These services include arranging mentors from the business community for interested graduates, the previously described venture fund and regular meetings.  Meetings are held every six weeks and involve a luncheon together with a guest speaker to discuss a business issue or their career.  A special Christmas luncheon is held that allows BizCamp graduates to bring their children or siblings to meet Santa Claus and receive a gift.  Every attendee receives a gift of an article of clothing, fresh fruit, candy and a surprise donated by a local firm, e.g. compact disks, hockey tickets or movie passes.  It is our experience these follow up sessions are critical for supporting the lessons learned during the camp and encouraging graduates to continue following an entrepreneurial lifestyle.  Attendance at these events is highest for current year graduates and gradually drops off over the five years the Asper Centre tracks BizCamp graduates.  This drop off occurs for many reasons including the fact BizCamp graduates often move without leaving a forwarding address, changing lifestyle decisions and lack of continued interest in the program.  An average event attracts between 25 – 45 graduates depending on the time of year, location of the event and speaker while the Christmas event draws approximately 100 people each year.   

Evaluating BizCamp

To accurately assess the impact of the BizCamp on participants, the Asper Centre applies a variety of measures.  These include such immediate measures as graduation rates and the pre- and post-test results.  A variety of qualitative measures are also used to judge the program’s effectiveness including interviews with key stake holders, attendance at regularly scheduled events and comments submitted by past participants.

From the beginning, however, the Asper Centre realized the real proof of the program’s effectiveness was in the long term impact it had on the participants’ behaviour.  With this goal in mind the Asper Centre implemented a five-year tracking study of program graduates.  The following is an overview of the results from the 2002 survey.  These results are in keeping with those of previous years and show the positive impact the program continues to have and the transient nature of this group that makes them harder to track the further away they are from their graduation date. 

In its inaugural year (1998), BizCamp attracted 23 participants and of this group the Asper Centre was able to contact ten.  Of this group, seven were working while three remained in high school.  Eighty percent intended or were attending a post-secondary institution.  The vast majority of these, six out of eight, were pursuing technical/vocational courses while two planed to attend the University of Manitoba.  Everyone contacted said BizCamp helped improve their knowledge of business practices and credit the course with improving their written and oral skills.  They also all describe themselves as entrepreneurs and six of the ten stated a desire to launch a business in the future.   In this year the program appears to have been successful in helping them avoid further at-risk behaviour.  Only one reported having a child since graduation with none expecting a child in the next nine months and no graduates report any legal problems or incidents with the authorities.

Thirty-two participants graduated from the 1999 edition of BizCamp and the 2002 tracking study includes responses from 13 of this group.  Three members of this camp were in high school with the remainder employed, six full-time and four part-time.  Seven members of this group planned to start a business and all considered themselves entrepreneurs.  Eleven of the respondents mentioned they planned to attend a post-secondary institution.  The University of Manitoba was the most popular choice with five members of this group reporting it as their first choice.  The others intended to participate in a variety of technical/vocational programs ranging from computer graphics to off-shore diving.  Once again the program appears to have been quite successful in cutting down on at-risk as only two of the respondents reported having children since the camp and none were expecting a child.  None of the respondents reported any pending legal issues.

The year 2000 saw a rapid expansion in BizCamp as 109 youth graduated from the program.  Sixty-four of these graduates were contacted for the 2002 tracking study.  Being a younger group, a substantially larger percentage of this year’s graduates were still in school, 55 percent.  Thirty members of this class had a full- or part-time position with the vast majority, 21, working part-time.  Two members from this class had already launched a business while 51 of the others stated it was one of their goals.  This fits as with the other camps all identify themselves as entrepreneurs.  Of the respondents, 42 reported they intended to attend a post-secondary institution.  The University of Manitoba was the institution of choice of 25 members of this group.  The most popular faculty listed was management followed by computer science and engineering.  The remaining graduates reported they planned to attend a technical/vocational school with business administration, nursing and automotive being the most popular choices.  Four of the youth reported having had a child since the completion of the program but none were expecting.  None reported any legal issues since graduation.

The last group of participants interviewed was from the 2001 series of camps where 66 students participated.  Fifty-two members of this group were interviewed.  Fifty members of this group were still in high school and 19 reported holding a part-time job.  Two participants had launched businesses including one that produces costumes for artistic performances.  Of the remaining graduates, 59 reported a desire to launch a business in the future in such areas as automotive repair, restaurant and computer repair/service.  All graduates identified themselves as entrepreneurs.  Thirty-eight members of this class planned to pursue a post-secondary education with 23 listing the University of Manitoba as their first choice.  Areas of interest included management, medicine, nursing and law.  The remainder planned to take vocational/technical courses in such areas as automotive, multi-media and clothing design.  No members of this group have had a child since graduation and none were expecting.  None of the respondents reported any current outstanding legal issues.       

Conclusion

The results show, both in the short and long term, BizCamp has had a positive impact on its participants.  Whether it’s the knowledge of basic business terms and concepts that are measured by the pre- and post-tests or encouraging them to further their education, BizCamp has helped Manitoba youth improve their skill sets.  It has also helped them to develop their sense of self-esteem and prove to them they can accomplish things they once thought impossible, for example starting a business or attending a post-secondary institution.  Although it has not been entirely successful at curbing the incidence of teen pregnancy, it does appear to have decreased the rate of legal issues faced by participating youth.  These results are one reason the program has been adopted by Bow Valley College in Calgary, Alberta and Hebrew University in Jerusalem. 
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