Bringing the entrepreneurial experience into the lecture room at Reading: some observations and their implications
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ABSTRACT

Undergraduate students increasingly favour agricultural management and business degrees over those that focus purely on “agricultural science”.  Within these degrees, job-savvy undergraduates choose modules that offer the opportunities for acquiring transferable skills and experiences that would enhance their chances of finding jobs after graduating. At the same time the UK Government has been trying to strengthen the relationship between Universities and Business.  To this end the Higher Education Funding Council for England has provided an innovation and enterprise culture strand of funding to Universities to encourage the embedding of innovation and entrepreneurship teaching within a range of existing HE curricula. Against this backcloth, the designers of curricula have the challenging task of designing modules that blend such learning opportunities with the academic rigour expected of a degree course. Within the School of Agriculture, Policy and Development at Reading, an elective module on Entrepreneurship was designed and offered about 3 years ago and it has attracted a significant proportion of undergraduates in the School, raising issues related to the pedagogical design of such modules and their delivery. This experience also provides some insights into what type of students choose these modules and why. The availability of this module has coincided with the encouraging societal attitudes towards entrepreneurial training and education, possibly fostered by some remarkably popular, and critically acclaimed, television programmes such as Dragons’ Den and The Apprentice. The elements of the module include: elevator pitch on an innovative idea; participation in seminars led by ‘youngish’ and notably successful entrepreneurs; the challenge of researching the market from scratch for the business idea and then developing a workable plan that investors (astute bankers) would find worth supporting; forming teams and working with them; and, presenting and ‘selling’ the proposition to investors. There are several educational and curriculum design issues here that this paper addresses: the balance between experiential learning and academic rigour; the extent to which ‘exemplary’ entrepreneurs can inspire students and how can designers keep them interested to spare time for students; the learning abilities that are stimulated (cognition versus formalised instruction); can the usual entrepreneurial attributes such as the ability to perceive and create opportunities, risk-taking, motivation and an innate need for achievement really be ‘transferred’ to students, leading to the born versus made debate and thus the limit to which entrepreneurship can realistically be brought to the lecture room. Not everybody can/should be an entrepreneur but we may all be able to benefit from the ability to apply some of the skills associated with entrepreneurship in our working lives. For instance, an important entrepreneurial ability is to think laterally and consider how to use your knowledge and skills in different areas or to tackle evolving issues.  In fact a world populated by solely by entrepreneurs may be an unpleasant place to live and entrepreneurs often rely on the social and economic structures created by a diverse society in which to be entrepreneurial. As educators our role is to encourage graduates to develop a range of entrepreneurial skills which they can bring to bear either within large business organisations or in the running of their own businesses.
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