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Abstract

This paper offers some empirical evidence that suggests a need for a holistic approach to decision-making regarding presentational options on the part of those attempting to facilitate entrepreneurship education. The paper discusses the findings of research which addressed approaches to learning revealed by entrepreneurship students undertaking elective classes within an established Scottish university and highlights some important issues for those attempting to facilitate entrepreneurship education.

While it is generally accepted that the provision of entrepreneurship education is of value in higher education, there remains some uncertainty regarding the nature of provision that we should seek to offer. Despite a level of consensus that the development of entrepreneurial knowledge and skills should be a general aim of such provision there remains some ambiguity regarding the level to which we should educate about, or train for entrepreneurship and indeed how best this might be done. We may debate the advantages and disadvantages involved at length, but if we do not take into account the approaches of the learners involved we run the risk of having a mismatch in expectations and a misfit in relation to provision.

A case study approach was adopted, with questionnaires being made available to all students attending the elective classes concerned at the midpoint stage of each semester. Subjects self selected in that students were asked to complete the questionnaires on a voluntary basis, within the class time available. The intention was to gain an understanding of the approach taken to learning and the preferences for teaching and learning delivery modes held by the respondents. In total 87 returns were received and processed using SPSS software. The results obtained show that the vast majority of the respondents adopted an approach to learning which was surface-apathetic and that they preferred an information transmission type of course and teaching.

This paper argues that while there is value to be gained from the use case study materials, work-experience, computer-based learning and the more traditional forms of seminars, tutorials and lectures in entrepreneurship education, it is also increasingly important to recognise the shift from student to customer and exclusivity to inclusion in higher education. The potential impact is highlighted, regarding the range of students studying entrepreneurship, their expectations, and the importance of a holistic approach to the selection and use of educational approaches.
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Introduction

This paper argues that while there is value to be gained from the use case study materials, work-experience, computer-based learning and the more traditional forms of seminars, tutorials and lectures in entrepreneurship education, it is also increasingly important to recognise the shift from student to customer and exclusivity to inclusion in higher education. The potential impact is highlighted, regarding the range of students studying entrepreneurship, their expectations, and the importance of a holistic approach to the selection and use of educational approaches.
Entrepreneurship Education

Entrepreneurship has been defined in differing ways from a range of perspectives (Thompson, 1999). In addition to the range of views regarding the definition of entrepreneurship (Thompson, 1999), there are also differing views on the way in which entrepreneurship education should be provided and for whom (Gibb, 2004, Hills 2004, Kirby, 2004). Some advocate that entrepreneurship education should be evaluated relative to the cost incurred by the providers (Westhead, 1999). Changes in policy over recent times have resulted in greater student numbers and an increased diversity within student cohorts (Whiteley, 1995). A range of approaches may be used as a means of accommodating these changes. However it is important that multiple perspectives are considered by providers involved in developing and / or using materials for entrepreneurship education, as highlighted in this paper.

Perspectives on learning have moved from that of response strengthening, to knowledge acquisition, to knowledge construction. The associated practices of education providers have in turn progressed from drill and practice, to transfer of information and to meaningful interaction involving active learning (Mayer 1999). Understanding of topics is better facilitated when the “core notions” are represented in more than one way (Gardner, 1999). Learning by doing is particularly important where skills are to be learned and having a realistic context with easily accessed information and situated relevant feedback offers students the most appropriate opportunity to learn (Schank, Berman and MacPherson, 1999). Use of simplified versions of an overall experience is considered to motivate learners (Reigeluth, 1999).

With recognition of entrepreneurship as an academic discipline (Sandercock, 2004) there comes an increased range of responsibility. Entrepreneurship departments have to cater appropriately for the full range of students now in higher education. It has long been argued that the more interactive the approach offered to learners, the more they are likely to benefit. Where staff numbers are limited there are operational difficulties faced, which may have a negative impact on the level of interactivity offered. There is often a focus on cost / benefits or opportunity costs for the providers of entrepreneurship education (Henry, Hill and Leitch 2004, Henry, Hill and Leitch 2005). Such a limited focus may fail to take student needs and wants into account and may result in opportunity costs being incurred. This may be addressed up to a point within a lecture environment (Huxham, 2005), but it may be argued that smaller classes, rather than high volume lectures offer greater potential.

Pedagogy, Pragmatism and Opportunity Cost

Approaches to the provision of education have developed over the years from what may be termed traditional approaches to those involving reflective thought and interactivity. An up to date example of such developments would be the use of computer technology and computer-based materials to facilitate the provision of education. The underlying reasons for such changes over time may be found to include such issues as changes in philosophical standpoints regarding pedagogical options, increased demand for high volume provision, increased demand for inclusive provision, increased demand for success in competitive league tables and increased economies of scale within the higher education sector. While it is important to consider all these areas and to take changes in educational technology into the equation, it is also important to consider the student preferences and the professional judgements involved. 

It has been argued for some time now that “traditional” approaches can no longer be relied upon to provide all the answers regarding provision of higher education (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, 1996 TA \l "National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (1996" \s "National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (1996" \c 1 ) and that there is a growing need to understand how education might best be achieved, and how educational technologies might be most effectively deployed, but that there is however increasing potential for “getting it wrong”. It is therefore argued that research into the fundamentals of learning remains necessary, in order to better inform the approach taken to educational interventions. 

Human learning remains one of the most complex areas of research, involving many variables Draper (1997 TA \l "Draper (1997" \s "Draper (1997" \c 1 ). It may be argued that the overarching aim of higher education is to facilitate deep learning. In attempting to engender a deep learning approach in students we are faced with complexities in relation to human motivation, which are difficult to identify and measure. It may also be argued that the learning experiences offered in higher education should be real, rather than contrived, where possible. Relatively small, highly interactive classes may be argued to provide a means of offering such potential benefits for learners. 

Learner engagement may be argued to be centrally important with the content and presentational style geared to motivating learners and to facilitate constructivist approaches to learning (Laurillard, 1993). At one end of the continuum we are faced with internally motivated learners, while at the other we are faced with those who require constant external reward in order for them to remain engaged and motivated. To cater for intrinsically motivated learners, entrepreneurship education materials might be expected to present tasks designed to be meaningful, at an appropriate level of difficulty, allow for multiple levels of coding, and require the learner to be cognitively active. However, externally motivated learners may need more direct reinforcement, perhaps on a regular basis. This suggests that a wide range of options should be made available in entreprenership education material designed for a heterogeneous cohort of learners. 

Differing views may be found regarding approaches to learning, from those who argue that individual students tend to be consistent in their approach, such as Pask (1976 TA \l "Pask (1976" \s "Pask (1976" \c 1 ), Schmeck (1983 TA \l "Schmeck (1983" \s "Schmeck (1983" \c 1 ) and Entwistle (1988 TA \l "Entwistle (1988" \s "Entwistle (1988" \c 1 

 TA \l "Schmeck (1983" \s "Schmeck (1983" \c 1 ), to those who highlight the importance of the interaction between the learning styles and the impact of situation-specific concerns, such as Ramsden (1979 TA \l "Ramsden (1979" \s "Ramsden (1979" \c 1 ) and Laurillard (1984 TA \l "Laurillard (1984" \s "Laurillard (1984" \c 1 ). That we still have much to learn about learning, and the related provision of education, is clear (Draper, 1997 TA \l "Draper (1997" \s "Draper (1997" \c 1 ). It is also clear that such variables as emotional state, prior knowledge, self concept, intelligence and motivation may impact on “learning style”. These variables may be argued to offer a range of possibilities whereby learners may benefit more from some experiences than others (Valley, 1997).

While some argue that we should match the student’s “existing competence”, or learning strategy (Pask, 1975 TA \l "Pask (1975" \s "Pask (1975" \c 1 ), others consider that assisting learners to employ different learning strategies may be argued to be more appropriate than trying to accommodate the individual preference of the learner (Valley, 1997 TA \l "Valley (ALT-J Vol 5, 2 1997" \s "Valley (ALT-J Vol 5, 2 1997" \c 1 ). It may be argued that it is important for learners to consider the way in which items of knowledge relate, therefore deep approaches to learning should be encouraged, which may be argued to require an internal locus of control (Wild and Quinn, 1998 TA \l "Wild & Quinn (1998" \s "Wild & Quinn (1998" \c 1 ). It may also be argued that matching the learner’s preferred style may release “cognitive resources”, thereby allowing learners to focus on linking the material being studied to their prior knowledge (Pillay, Boles and Raj, 1998 TA \l "Pillay et al (ALT-J Vol 6,2, 1998" \s "Pillay et al (ALT-J Vol 6,2, 1998" \c 1 ). This in turn relates to the view of Wild and Quinn (1998 TA \l "Wild & Quinn (1998" \s "Wild & Quinn (1998" \c 1 ), that some learners may not be ready to handle such an approach. For such learners “effective learning” may require that they be allowed to approach the material in a more structured, directed way, which as a minimum requirement ensures successful “information transfer” for the learners concerned.

That learner approach or style is important, and how best this might be addressed, is a complex issue, to which there is no single definitive answer, as highlighted by such as Gardner (1983 TA \l "Gardner (1983" \s "Gardner (1983" \c 1 ) and Hughes (2000 TA \l "Hughes (2000" \s "Hughes (2000" \c 1 ). Given we accept that students in higher education should be treated as customers it follows that their needs and wants should be addressed in the way businesses coming from a marketing perspective would address such issues. This would suggest that the provision of a range of options within the design of course materials and delivery methods, might best benefit the range of learners concerned. However there is a related issue in that it may be argued that students are closer to being clients than customers and therefore they should be offered more directed guidance and perhaps even steered away from their first choice preferences in order to gain benefit over the longer term. This might be considered as somewhat similar to a lawyer-client relationship, where the client should be protected against selecting options which might be seen from a professional standpoint as running counter to their best interests.

Over recent years it has become accepted as best practice that entrepreneurship education should be offered in an interactive manner involving students in what may be termed as resource-based, guided-discovery, problem-based, authentic, case-based, or as an amalgam of such approaches. While there may be some debate regarding precise definitions of such approaches to educational provision there is a general agreement that these are focussed on a constructivist approach to learning and are geared to cultivating deep learning. Such approaches contrast significantly with the “traditional lecture” approach in higher education, which consisted essentially of information transmission using a one-way communication flow from lecturer to student. Of course it may be argued that the traditional lecture approach still has a value and that it may be adjusted in ways which make it less of a one-way communication and more “interactive”, thereby offering some possibilities for a more constructivist approach.

It may be argued that the affective domain is highly relevant for the success of the learning process (Newble and Cannon, 1991):

“Motivation is such a key factor that it appears to be more important in learning than intelligence. The problem is that students are motivated by different things. Common motivators are the relevance of the material to ultimate careers, the generation of a feeling of curiosity early in the lecture, the enthusiasm of the teacher for the subject, positive feedback and, not surprisingly, examinations.”








(Newble and Cannon 1991 TA \s "Newble and Cannon 1991" , p2)

The contribution offered by this research is that it provides a snapshot of the preferred approaches to learning of entrepreneurship students in the classes studied. The findings of this research are considered to add some weight to the need for student preferences and institutional approaches to be considered in a holistic way, taking the educational standpoint espoused by the institution concerned into account. This highlights the importance of reflecting on a range of stakeholder perspectives, including the perspective of the learners.

Failing to meet student needs and wants is potentially costly for an education provider at departmental and even institution wide levels, in relation to admission rates, retention rates and student achievement levels on completion. This paper argues that the most likely means of meeting the needs and wants of a heterogeneous group of student “customers” is to cater for their preferred approaches to learning by maximising the freedom of choice offered in the entrepreneurship materials used.
Methodology

The approach to learning adopted by the subjects studied were evaluated using existing data collection instruments, which were recognised as valid for purpose. The ASSIST questionnaire, developed by Professor N. Entwistle was given to students attending the elective classes at the midpoint stage of the classes concerned.

Given that this research used a case study approach the issue of generalisability is open to some debate, however it may be considered that the issues revealed by the research are likely to be generally of interest to those in the higher, or tertiary education fields. There were two main aspects concerning sampling to be considered in this research. The first concerned whether the respondents were representative of the parent population of learners in entrepreneurship education generally, within higher education. The second concerned the issue of those who volunteered to participate in the research and whether they were representative of the class participants as a group. 

Given that the students in the elective classes concerned were cross faculty and from a spread of year groups, it may be argued that they represent to some degree a wider range of entrepreneurship students within higher education than single batches of students within business specialisms. These students may therefore be considered to be representative of students in higher education who have some interest in entrepreneurship.

Approaches to Learning: ASSIST Questionnaire

It was considered that potential variations in approach to learning were important in relation to the style of presentation and educational experience offered to entrepreneurship students in higher education. In order to address this aspect the ASSIST questionnaires, developed by Professor N. Entwistle, were given to the students, with the intention of gaining an understanding of the approach taken to learning and the preferences for teaching and learning delivery modes held by the respondents.

Results
Table 1: Questionnaire Responses Obtained by Semester

	Semester 1
	Midpoint (N=39)

	Semester 2
	Midpoint (N=48)


Table 2:Summary of ASSIST Results Midpoint Semester 1 and 2

	ASSIST
	Deep 

Approach

Total N

By Approach
	Strategic 

Approach 

Total N

By Approach
	Surface 

Apathetic 

Approach

Total N

By Approach
	Supporting Understanding (related to deep approach)

Total N

By Course / Teaching Preference
	Transmitting Information (related to surface approach)

Total N

By Course / Teaching Preference

	Midpoint 

Sem1
	1 (3%)
	1 (3%)
	38 (95%)
	8 (20%)
	34 (85%)

	Midpoint 

Sem2 
	1 (2%)
	5 (10%)
	42 (88%)
	11 (23%)
	40 (83%)


(Note: Where totals were identical in two categories a score was entered in each category therefore total differs from 100%)

The results of the ASSIST analysis show that the vast majority of the students taking the elective classes concerned adopted an approach to learning which was surface-apathetic and that they preferred an information transmission type of course and teaching.
The results obtained suggest that the vast majority of the students concerned 85% (34) and 83% (40) preferred an information transfer approach to learning and teaching, which Entwistle considers to relate to a surface approach to learning. The results indicate that the vast majority of the students taking the classes take an approach to learning which is surface-apathetic. The results show 95% (38) and 88% (42) of respondents, in semesters one and two respectively, to take a surface-apathetic approach. The results also indicate that the majority of the students taking the elective classes prefer an information transmission type of course and teaching.

Limitations of this research

The complexity and difficulty of attempting any investigation regarding learning is self-evident. By adopting a positivist approach we may narrow the focus to aspects of learning which are more easily studied in isolation, while an interpretivist approach might be argued to enable us to appreciate the overall complexity of the learning situation. While it may appear useful to isolate specific aspects relating to learning, there is a possibility that other variables may be influencing such learning and that such influences may not be revealed when the area being studied is broken into component parts. That said, the results obtained in this research provide clear evidence that an information transmission component remains important in entrepreneurship education at university level.

Conclusions and Recommendations

It may be argued, that what we have currently in place and regarded as best practice in entrepreneurship education at higher education level is a blend of information transfer and problem solving within realistic, or even actual, case study scenarios. This may be easily supported from an educational perspective and aligns well with the aim of engendering deep learning. There is however some room for debate regarding the potential difference between data, information, knowledge, understanding and wisdom. There is also room for debate regarding the potential difference between lecturing, teaching, training, instruction and education. It may indeed be argued that until we clarify which of these categories we are working within or attempting to address we cannot have clarity regarding the most appropriate or suitable methods or approaches to employ. When we add to that the related elements of student needs, wants and preferences, we are faced with some complex issues which must be taken into account when decisions are being made at a strategic level in entrepreneurship education.

Should we regard ourselves as the experts, offering professional guidance to our student clients? If so then it might be argued that we should run with the methods which educational research shows are most likely to lead to deep learning. Or should we on the other hand regard ourselves as a market focussed business, which aims to meet our customer expectations? If so it might be argued that our approach should be to identify who our customers are, what they want and how best to give them what they want while making an acceptable level of profit for our business. Some might even argue a case for maximising our margins on the business. Clearly there are many complexities involved here and the reality of the situation is likely to vary across and even within higher education establishments. The central point for this paper however is that it is important for us to be at least aware of what our students / clients / customers actually want and what it might tell us about the implications of giving them what they want or indeed not doing so.

The results of this research suggest that the approach adopted by learners may be at odds with the approach catered for by those offering the educational provision and that there may therefore be a level of mismatch between provider and recipient. The results obtained support the conclusion that information transfer is a centrally important element for learners in higher education and that an information transfer approach may be required in addition to other modes where deep learning is to be nurtured. If the learners have a perceived need or want for such a delivery mode then it may constitute a type of hygiene factor without which the deeper aspects of supporting understanding would not be perceived by learners as effective. The results suggest the possibility that the students may have become assessment driven within the education system and rely on information transfer modes in order to pass exams or assessments. This might be taken as a reflection on the way in which the students within the higher education sector are assessed, or effectively rewarded for their efforts, and the most efficient means by which the information required for such assessment might be accessed from the student perspective. This relates clearly to the points raised by Porrit (1997 TA \l "Porrit (1997" \s "Porrit (1997" \c 1 ), who points out that some students are motivated to pass exams rather than to seek deeper learning.

The results suggest that an information transfer approach does have a legitimate place in entrepreneurship education given that students express a preference for such an approach and that we seek to meet their needs and wants. However this conclusion should be tempered with the realisation that students may change their preferences at will, or in relation to changing circumstances. In addition to that dynamic there is the changing range within changing student cohorts to consider. Finally we must reflect on the level to which entrepreneurship education providers should potentially conflict with student wants and perceived needs in order to guide their student “clients” towards a professionally recommended path over the medium to long term, rather than maximise their market share by pandering to customer preferences in the immediate term.
This research suggests a number of recommendations for those involved in the provision of entrepreneurship education within universities:

· Providers of entrepreneurship education should clarify where their approach equates to that of professional provider with students as their “clients” and where their approach equates to that of market driven purveyor of services geared to meeting the expressed needs and wants of their students as “customers”.

· Providers of entrepreneurship education should clarify where their professional responsibility for ensuring appropriate educational provision supersedes their responsibility to meet student perceived needs or wants.

· Where there is a clearly established professional responsibility to restrict the content presented to students this should be done without restricting the student options on delivery mode where possible.

· A level of choice should be made available to students allowing them to choose a presentational style, which facilitates their preferred approach to learning, where possible.

· Guidance should be offered which enables students to make informed choices from the range of options available.

· Personal freedom in managing learning should be maximised for learners where possible.
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