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“Most of what you hear about entrepreneurship is all wrong. It’s not magic; it’s not mysterious; and it has nothing to do with genes. It’s a discipline and, like any other discipline, it can be learned”, (Drucker 1994).

ABSTRACT

The field of entrepreneurship education has enjoyed exponential growth level, internationally, in recent decades, as evidenced by developments in curricula at all levels of the educational sector, but especially at universities.  New programmes and initiatives are being designed, developed and delivered, that expose learners to the unpredictable and exciting world of the entrepreneur. Entrepreneurship education at both undergraduate and graduate levels has resulted in a multitude of course offerings, programmes, departments, academic chairs and, of course, vigorous research activities that have enriched the field with their scope and diversity. While much progress has been made in the academic field in recent years, there is often a degree of “healthy debate” among entrepreneurship scholars which attempts to explore, among other things, the merits of what is being taught, how the material is being delivered and assessed, and the relative impact it has on the student.      

This paper explores entrepreneurship education through an international study of MBA students taking entrepreneurship modules. Two cohorts of MBA students are examined. One group is from Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, California, the other from Dundalk Institute of Technology in Ireland.  The study aims to outline student perspectives or “consumer” views of entrepreneurship courses and assesses their applicability to existing and aspiring entrepreneurs. It focuses on how offerings are taught and assessed; which methods are most appropriate to student needs; and the output or skills developed throughout the process. Most importantly, the comprehensive questionnaire survey aims to articulate how graduate students believe entrepreneurship courses might be augmented and improved; their relative importance on an MBA programme; and how the effectiveness of these offerings might be evaluated by entrepreneurship educators.

Through comparative analysis of participant feedback on entrepreneurship courses within MBA programmes at the two institutions, it is anticipated the study will provide a rich audit of central aspects of entrepreneurship education; for example, where it is now and how it might further develop in the future. It is believed that the findings will prove to be of interest to all stakeholders in entrepreneurship education including teachers, students, policy makers and, of course, entrepreneurs themselves.

Introduction : Literature Review

It is now generally accepted that graduate students constitute an important “seedbed” of potential entrepreneurs, either as business owners or as intrapreneurs. Although the current study was designed, primarily, to undertake a comparative analysis of two distinct MBA programmes, with entrepreneurship concentrations in the US and Ireland, it was also planned to establish as far as possible how academic programmes, generally, can best be structured and managed to ensure that new enterprises are “cultivated”. As a result, the initial stage of the authors’ research incorporated a broad review of entrepreneurship literature, particularly “education for enterprise”. 

Seminal studies have been conducted on a broad canvas of topics since the 1970s, but only a limited amount of studies focused on entrepreneurship education’s performance and efficacy; however, the importance of such research has been well flagged (Hawkes 1981; Vesper 1985). It is encouraging that a re-emphasis on the need for such evaluative studies has emerged in the past decade as the development of entrepreneurship programmes gathered pace, (Brown 1990; Lord 1990; Robinson & Haynes 1991; and Rosa & McAlpine 1991). 

While from time to time doubts have been expressed on the ability to “teach entrepreneurship”, the general consensus is that the efficacy of education and training is becoming increasingly recognised, that is, the “nurture”, vis-à-vis “nature”, concept is being accepted more readily -  in addition to the introductory quotation, (Drucker 1994), above, see Hisrich & Peters (1998) and Kurato & Hodgetts (1998), for example. Earlier literature suggested that the entrepreneurial role can be both culturally and experientially acquired, being influenced by education and training, (Gibb 1987). In addition, a study of small firm growth indicated a positive relationship between higher education, ability and business growth, (Davidsson 1989).

More recently, there is heightened awareness that many unexplored territories exist in the academic domain, for instance, the introduction of entrepreneurship into non-business disciplines, (Hynes 1996).

Entrepreneurship Education’s Influence on Career Choice

It is important to recognise that graduate students, as distinct from those on primary degree programmes, are usually further along their career paths – with the age bracket 25-44 widely considered to be the likely time frame within which individuals start an enterprise. A survey of 1,000 MBA students from renowned US business schools revealed that while 34% of respondents wanted to join corporations with ambitions for careers in top management, 44% replied that they wanted to become entrepreneurs, (Sandholtz 1990). The time dimensions of such ambitions is considered to be an important factor and it is of interest that 22% of a US nationally distributed cohort, the class of 1998, signified that they planned to commence their own business ventures within five years, (Lord 1999). Although another study concerned primary, not Masters, degree holders, the longitudinal nature of the survey among a sample of graduates from different Irish higher education campuses provides useful insights into progression towards “own business” of those who pursued entrepreneurship courses, (Wilberforce & Fleming 2002). Within 15 years of completing their programmes, over 28% of the sample were running their own enterprises, reporting high levels of satisfaction with the entrepreneurship course they had undertaken and their career choice. Meanwhile, over 70% of their “employee” counterparts were reported to be actively seeking a business opportunity with the probability that, at some future point in their careers, they will set up their own ventures.

Entrepreneurship Education: Optimal Inputs
Enterprising approaches to learning have been proposed whereby students would deal with ambiguity and complexity, developing the skills required to manage a business, (Kirby 1990). Therefore, faculty must be thinking constantly of implementing innovation within curricula, particularly in terms of “action learning” approaches, rather than the more traditional, non-participative, teaching role, (Garavan, Ó Cinnéide & Fleming 1997). Several researchers have put forward suggestions on the role and perspectives of entrepreneurship educators. Hills (1988) argues that educators committed to fostering entrepreneurship are somewhat unique vis-a-vis their peers, tending to be less theoretical in orientation than most faculty.

It would appear that entrepreneurship teachers need to strive for an effective balance between academic and practitioner perspectives. At the practical level a case has been made, for motivational and informational reasons, that entrepreneurship programmes require more interaction with entrepreneurs, team teaching and significantly more input from guest speakers, (McMullan & Long 1987). Another viewpoint is that the challenge is to create quality programmes by incorporating findings from developed effectiveness studies on enterprise courses, testing entrepreneurship theories, models and methodologies that go beyond traditional approaches by being applicable to both practitioners and educators, (Robinson & Haynes 1991).

GEM Studies / Importance of Education

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, GEM, Executive Reports, (www.entreworld.org.gem) are a major source of information on entrepreneurship, worldwide.  The main objective of the GEM reports is to address questions concerning factors that promote and inhibit entrepreneurship in a broad range of countries with different demographic, cultural and economic backgrounds.

Consistently, one of the major conclusions in the GEM reports has related to educational matters, with indications that major benefits can accrue from enhancing education in general and entrepreneurship education, specifically.  It is apparent from the GEM findings that there is a strong commitment to education across the broad range of countries examined. The GEM 2001 report shows that 62% of those who are active in entrepreneurship have not completed more than secondary education.  Those with at least some university experience represent 35% of the total, while the remaining 3% include those with graduate experience (see Table 1).

TABLE 1 :  Entrepreneurship and Educational Attainment
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The GEM reports indicate that when correlating entrepreneurship with education you must take account of gender, since there are significantly different patterns for women and men.  For example, in the case of women, participation in entrepreneurial activity increases in relation to additional education, with a major jump among those who go beyond secondary education. In contrast, for men there is reduced participation among those who have completed more than second level schooling, with lowest participation in entrepreneurship among either those with highest educational attainment (graduate experience) or among those with the lowest quantum of education (no second level qualification). 

The drop in entrepreneurial activity by education level is possibly a function of opportunity costs, (GEM 2001 Executive Report, National Entrepreneurship Assessment - United States), since the higher one’s educational attainment, the more that person earns in the marketplace:  

“For example, the average American college graduate earns 62% more than a high school graduate, (Bureau of Census.  Money income in the United States, 1998).  As such, launching a new business carries greater financial risk for the more educated individual.  A general rule of thumb is that the entrepreneur’s new venture needs to generate revenues eight times the desired salary in order to pay the person a comparable wage.  In other words, if a potential entrepreneur earning $75,000 per year leaves to start a retail establishment, the new venture needs to have revenue of $600,000 to match the entrepreneur’s ,” (modified from Bygrave 1997).

Considering that the entrepreneur is likely to work longer hours when starting a new venture, revenues may even need to be higher to match the per hour pay rate of current employment.  Clearly, the educated entrepreneur needs to believe that the social and financial benefit of seizing an entrepreneurial opportunity is large enough to warrant leaving an existing job.

Type of Activity and Expected Growth

Education is related to the type of activity and expected firm growth.  Those with more education are much more likely to engage in entrepreneurial activity in business service sectors and are much less likely to pursue a consumer-oriented enterprise.  In the GEM 2001 report, 82% of the total global sample surveyed anticipated creating no more than five jobs in five years.  In contrast, those with graduate experience were considerably more upbeat in projecting future growth for their enterprises.  The GEM report indicated that 31% of degree graduates were planning to create 6+ jobs in the next half decade, i.e. compared with an 18% equivalent optimistic growth level among the surveyed group, overall. 

It is important, therefore, from a public policy perspective to recognise that those with less education tend to emphasise less ambitious business formation activities.  The resulting businesses may, therefore, make relatively little economic contribution 

beyond employing the entrepreneur, often resulting in ‘life style’ companies without a dynamic future.  The conclusion, therefore, is that continuous upgrading of educational (and skills) levels is called for, particularly in management fields that support entrepreneurship and business development. It is apparent from a series of consistent findings in GEM reports, year on year, that there has been a high level of association between educational attainment, confidence in one’s skills to implement a start-up business, and participation in entrepreneurial initiatives. As a result, it is critical for entrepreneurship and the economy as a whole that policy makers continue to improve educational attainment standards at all levels - primary, secondary and, particularly, in the university sector. 

Since entrepreneurship education and “training for enterprise” programmes are viewed as being so important in terms of both national growth and global economics, there should be an enhanced level of research activity geared towards measuring the effectiveness of academic programmes in this field. It is hoped that this paper, although designed as a pilot study, has a contribution to make in advancing entrepreneurship education initiatives.

Aims, Rationale and Methodology used in the Study

This working paper aims to explore and contrast some of the central issues involved within the field of entrepreneurship education at the graduate level.   Through exploring key observations and themes involved in delivering an entrepreneurship module to two MBA cohorts, one at the School of Business Studies at Dundalk Institute of Technology and the other at Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, California, the authors hope to outline a “consumer perspective” of how courses are delivered and assessed presently and, of course, how they might be augmented and improved in the future.   The authors of this paper have been active for a number of years in design, delivery and assessment of entrepreneurship initiatives at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.   Entrepreneurship courses must continually change and evolve if they are to remain fresh and challenging for both student and academic alike.    While continual change, improvement and evolution are central to success in the business sphere, it should also be the case with entrepreneurship education.   This study explores the student perspective on what has been delivered and assessed and how, in their view, this might be bettered into the future.    The study represents a small part of a more extensive volume of work being undertaken by the present researchers which involves MBA participants at both institutions dating back to 1990.   This evaluates such considerations as the personal profiles of students, pedagogic issues and assessment, and recommendations of students who have undertaken an entrepreneurship course/ courses as part of their MBA programme.

For the purposes of this working study, the authors propose to share some data collected from the 2002 MBA cohorts at Dundalk and Los Angeles.   Students, on completing their Entrepreneurship module, were requested to complete a questionnaire on an anonymous basis.   The questionnaire, which contained a variety of both opened and closed question types, featured three distinct sections.   Firstly students were asked to provide background information including age, previous education and work experience, whether they started their own venture, and personal attitudes towards entrepreneurship before and after completing the module.   Secondly, students were asked about a range of pedagogic questions related to the entrepreneurship module just undertaken.   These included whether, in the students view, entrepreneurship can be taught, an examination of their personal objectives on taking the module, their views on the teaching and assessment methods used and the skills they feel they developed over its duration.   Finally, students were invited to suggest how entrepreneurship modules on MBA programmes might be developed and improved.   Twenty students completed questionnaires (nine from Dundalk and eleven from Los Angeles).   Some of the findings are presented below and form the basis of some discussion and debate outlined later in the paper.

Survey Results

All participating MBA students had taken one Entrepreneurship module as part of their programme and, interestingly, 25% had started their own business ventures.   The majority of these, some 20%, were from the US student cohort.    The present researchers were interested, by way of background information, in obtaining some indication as to the reasons they had done so.   The two most prevalent reasons indicated were experience from previous employment and a personal interest/ hobby leading to a perceived business opportunity.   Another entrepreneur explained their start-up motivation emanated from the fact they had worked with an entrepreneur.   Of the 75% of respondents who had not started a business, an overwhelming majority, 80%, outlined they might consider doing so in the future.   Related to this is the extent to which respondents attitudes to entrepreneurship had changed through undertaking their entrepreneurship module and a summary of the findings to this question is outlined in Table 2 below.

Table 2 : Views on whether the Entrepreneurship Module changed Student   

                Attitudes to Entrepreneurship
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Table 2 indicates that while 50% of respondents believed that taking the module changed their attitude to Entrepreneurship, a further 50% indicated it did not.   It is worthy of note that the breakdown of these figures seem to illustrate a much more significant change in attitude among Irish students.    Some 77.8 % indicated their attitude had in fact changed subsequent to taking the module compared to 27.3% of their US based equivalents.   Reasons given for this attitudinal change included increased awareness and interest of entrepreneurial concepts and individuals, and better realisation and empathy regarding the entrepreneurial commitment required to survive and grow.   Other respondents reported having a more entrepreneurial attitude in terms of dealings with their customers, they are more business opportunity aware and would now consider entrepreneurship as a possible future career option.

The two student groups were also asked whether, in their view, entrepreneurship can be taught (see Table 3. below). The vast majority responded positively with some 72% of those who responded observing it is possible to teach entrepreneurship.    Interestingly, this was the predominant view with both MBA cohorts with a positive reply being given by 70% US respondents and 75% Irish respectively.   Reasons for this were many and varied and included such observations and comments as entrepreneurship education initiatives facilitating and providing exposure to knowledge, skills and experiences necessary to start and develop a business venture.   Other respondents outlined the desire to be entrepreneurial is generally within the person but many of these and indeed new skills can be refined, taught and learned.

Table 3. Student views on whether Entrepreneurship can be Taught 
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Both Irish and US cohorts were also asked about their objectives on starting the Entrepreneurship module on the MBA.   Over half of the respondents indicated their predominant objective was to further comprehend the entrepreneurship process.   Some felt obtaining a good module grade was their major aspiration while others regarded the exploration of entrepreneurship as a career option and increasing their understanding of intrapreneurship as being of central importance.   The cohorts were also asked about the teaching and assessment modes used on the course and which they found most effective.  In terms of teaching methods, half of those who responded indicated that the lecture component of the module was most beneficial.   This was followed by case studies, guest speakers and student  interviews with entrepreneurs.   Other methodologies such as student written case studies and  field visits were also regarded by the students as being beneficial.   As regards the most beneficial assessment methods used, respondents seemed to favour written examinations, group project work, and group presentations, case studies and business plans.

The present researchers were keen to explore the extent to which respondents felt they had developed new skills through completing the entrepreneurship module.   The findings of this are presented below in Table 4.

Table 4 : Student Perceptions as to whether New Skills were developed on the 

                Entrepreneurship Module
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Interestingly, some 72% of respondents to this question outlined they had developed new skills on the module completed.   The percentage breakdown within both the Irish and US cohorts is remarkably similar  as are the reasons given to explain their answer.   These include  the development of such skills as business planning and financial forecasting, the steps involved in bringing an idea through to business reality and the starting a new business venture.   In terms of whether Entrepreneurship as a subject should be included within an MBA programme, the vast majority of those who responded, 95%, indicated that indeed it should.   The breakdown of this between Irish and US based students can be seen in Table 5 below, indicating that over 90% of US and 100% of Irish cohorts favoured the inclusion of Entrepreneurship on the MBA.   Reasons for this included the essential nature of material covered to the world of business, the importance of generating business ideas, start-up, growth and intrapreneurship, and the fact that entrepreneurship education can define and build on a wide range of entrepreneurial skills.

Table 5 : Should Entrepreneurship be Included on the MBA Curriculum? 
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Finally, MBA students were asked about whether the Entrepreneurship module on the MBA programme might be improved.    Overall, 75% of those who responded indicated that the Entrepreneurship module can be improved (87% US and 100% Irish) and suggested a variety of means in which this could be done.   The predominant suggestions were more lecture time available, an increased emphasis on case analysis, guest speakers and field trips together with more time available for class discussion and business plan development.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The Purpose

Should we be listening to our “customers”, the purchasers of entrepreneurship education at the graduate level?  Are there views important?  Or should we just be teaching what we, the educators, feel is of most importance.?

Clearly, we feel that there is a powerful case that can be made for the fact that if we are to remain relevant in the field of entrepreneurship education, as academic educators, we must not only listen, but we must act on what we hear from our customers.   The world of education is at a crossroads.  There are tremendous changes being implemented over a broad spectrum of the education horizon.  There are tremendous threats of massive change coming soon.  As an example, a major traditional United States university has, of late, delved deeply into distance learning over the internet, making the statement that:

Within 20 years, university education as we know it will not exist.  Professors as we know them now will be a part of history.  The majority of formal education will be conducted over the internet, and there will be only a few “stars” of education with the charisma and capability to deliver exciting, fast moving mass audience educational learning through mass media.  They feel that tenure will disappear.  Faculty will only be hired on temporary contracts to fulfil specific learning modules that will be broadcast on a national and international basis.

Is this true?  Is this coming?  Are we as traditional academics doomed?  Who knows.  What is most important is the fact that it COULD  be a possible scenario for the future.  Therefore we had better “get our act together”, to quote the language of the street, and be absolutely sure we are presenting to our customers exactly what they want, in the manner they want it.  

Yet, as we attend conference after conference, we seem to find that academics seem to be reacting like ostriches – putting their heads in the sand, hiding from what “might be happening”, because they do not like it and fear it.

There have been many major international studies of entrepreneurship education in the world, yet very seldom do we see studies that get down at “street level”, and touch the mind and heart of the individual customers of entrepreneurship education.

Thus we decided to study in great detail the success, wants and desires of our MBA students, over a somewhat long period of time.  

The Depth

This is a rather detailed study of students in two countries – The U.S. with a relatively long history of entrepreneurship education, and Ireland, the “Celtic Tiger” whose entrepreneurial success in recent years has made headlines.  The Irish may be newcomers to the world of entrepreneurial education, but they have certainly jumped into the game with both feet.  The study encompasses a number of issues over a broad continuum and will provide us, as educators, with detailed, in depth information on how we can improve our teaching, and our coursework.  At present, this presentation only touches on a few of the results we obtained.  Much more will be forthcoming.

Initial Results – We do have a major impact, but what does it all mean?

Clearly the limited results we are presenting here do show that we are having an impact – at least in two programs.   It shows that there is success, for us, but it also shows that the recipients of what we offer do have strong ideas on what we could do better in our teaching methodology, and what we can do to broaden our offerings.  We are certainly pleased that our two programs are having a strong impact in changing the lives of our customers.  

It is also quite interesting to see that the students in the two programs, which have never worked together, or intertwined their methodologies, are fairly similar in their results and positive attitudes.  It will be very interesting to see if this trend continues in the future as we decipher the results over the entire study.  Certainly there are interesting differences which we will be pursuing – as an example, why did the American students report far less change in their attitude towards entrepreneurship after taking classes, than did the Irish students?  Is this a result of a far greater awareness in America of the potential of entrepreneurship verses Ireland, which is the newcomer to the game of entrepreneurship to a great degree?  We shall be looking at issues like this to a great degree in our future explorations of the results of this study.

Our customers very strongly told us that they believe entrepreneurship can be taught – which both tells us that we must be doing something right, but also tells us that we have an opening to find out from them how best to serve their needs and do more creative things that fulfil their desires.  

Where to now?

Over the next year we will be studying in full detail all of the results of this study – to improve our own teaching work, and to better understand it, and to hopefully provide additional guidance for the field as to what the customers want and need.

We must listen, we must know, we must understand what the market needs and wants.  Yes the customer is critical if we are to continue to be relevant to the entrepreneurship education field of the future.
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