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Abstract

The current study (supported by the HEA) investigates the issues of affording active learning experiences to students in higher education in large classes. For homogeneity, the study compares the teaching and learning methods employed at one university by three different lecturers, all involved in the delivery of experiential entrepreneurship education.

Like in other Business subjects, the aims of applied entrepreneurship classes include practice and development of skills.  The most common method of delivery is via the business start-up simulation, where students work in teams to devise an idea, develop it commercially, write a business plan and present to funders. Thus, skills dissemination aims include tacit skills such as creativity and team working, as well as explicit skills for business such as financial skills and report writing. As such, much entrepreneurship education delivery occurs within the constructivist paradigm, which proposes that learning is achieved through active participation. The methods employed by different lecturers to achieve this can vary however.

Questionnaires about the effectiveness of the teaching and learning experience were distributed to all students in three large entrepreneurship classes. At the end of each module two focus groups with students were conducted, and a further focus groups comprising tutors employed in the modules was conducted. The aim of the focus groups was to facilitate qualitative investigation within a semi-formal environment whereupon detailed information about the teaching and learning experience was obtained.

Teaching methods used on the modules vary substantially, however, there are more similarities than differences in results. Two modules used small group tutorials, while one did not. In terms of cost, small groups tutorials are expensive to provide, particularly where the ratio of tutor to student group is high. However, results include that perceptions of teaching quality are significantly higher for those students who had tutorials. Other variations include those relating to dealing with problems within groups and effects of group work on marks.

There are implications for entrepreneurship pedagogy specifically. Implications apply also to the wider education community, particularly with respect to teaching and learning delivery within applied, especially business, classes.

The value of the paper lies in the close comparative inspection of teaching and learning in entrepreneurship classes, examining perceived quality from those who deliver and the students who receive. For practitioners the value includes examination of the balance that must be achieved between the high costs of delivery to large classes and pedagogical and methodological quality.
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Introduction

The current paper reports a study, supported by the BMAF team of the Higher Education Academy, of large group teaching of applied entrepreneurship. While results are specific to entrepreneurship education, and in particular, business planning activity, in the context of increased provision of active teaching and learning throughout the business and social science disciplines, result have implications to the wider education community.

Teaching and Learning Quality in Higher Education

The UK Government claim that “effective teaching and learning is essential if we are to promote excellence and opportunity in higher education” (DfES, 2003: 7).  To that end, much inspection and development of teaching and learning practice has been undertaken. As Voss and Gruber (2006: 218) note, universities are “expected to provide students with well-supported lecturers, excellent learning environments and appropriate support services.” Recent changes to the structure and expectations of UK higher education in the modern economy, principally as detailed in the Dearing Report (1997), have emphasized the need for universities to encourage widened participation, alternative delivery mechanisms (such as distance learning) and competitive strategies that focus on quality, in the face of global competition. As a result of these, Voss and Gruber (2006: 220) maintain that increasingly students may be viewed as the customers of universities, and that this is not necessarily a negative way of approaching teaching and learning since it demands that delivery is viewed primarily from the student satisfaction point of view.

Much development of understanding about the appropriateness of teaching and learning methods to different types of intended educational outcomes has occurred, for example, Biggs (1999) claims that outcomes of the teaching and learning experience must be in alignment with the teaching and learning styles.  CAEL (1999: 1) identify that “adults learn best when they are actively engaged in the learning experience”. Indeed, there has long been understanding of the value of communication between student and teacher and student and student to afford depth of participative learning, in that it facilitates contextualised knowledge, i.e., dialogue and interaction deepen understanding by the facilitation of analysis, refinement and deconstruction of concepts (Rumelhart and Norman, 1978; Laurillard, 1993; Mayes, 1995). CAEL (1999: 10) go further and claim that the benefits extend beyond the student in that they become “co-creators of knowledge” when communication and partnership are best facilitated. Moreover, educationalists such as Kolb and Fry (1975) have identified that different cognitive demands are best suited to different teaching and learning styles. One of the four outcomes he identifies concerns behavioural, practical learning which is best facilitated by active experimentation. Kayes (2002) notes that the outcomes of active experimentation involve set practical goals, and Rodrigues (2004) specifies that behaviour-based subjects such as marketing are best taught and learned via an active teaching and learning approach. In their study of marketing education practice, Kuster and Vila (2006: 329) corroborate this in that they advocate “the excellence of practical exercises, which highlight the applied approach [as] this teaching method allows a better understanding of the real world.” This is true of much teaching and learning of applied aspects of the various business disciplines, including applied entrepreneurship.

Resourcing Applied Teaching and Learning 

Within the context of the globally competitive higher education sector, universities have new demands to meet in the form of increased numbers of students (Mayes, 1995). As Horgan (1998) explains: “universities are feeling the pressure to control costs, improve quality, focus more directly on customer needs, and respond to competitive pressures” (also Mayes, 2002; Newton, 2003). As a result, “the real challenge is to find cost-effective ways of offering [education] to large numbers of learners” (Mayes, 2002), as well as education of “better quality, cheaper provision, or quicker delivery” (Doughty, 1996). Leveson (2004: 368) notes that “increasingly they [universities] are being expected to think and behave like profit-seeking entities in the market-place.” She cites Adler, et al. (2000) who found empirically that amongst others, the main constraints on teaching in higher education are lack of resources and poor staff/student ratios. Certainly, as Bryans Bongey, et al. (2005: 265) point out, “institutions of higher learning grapple with the challenges of managing costs while meeting student needs”, and Rodrigues (2004) claims that resources can often dictate learning and teaching style to a greater extent than pedagogy. More practically, Lomas (2004: 158) discusses the need to consider carefully the costs (financial and opportunity) of directing resources to teaching and learning activity, particularly when that activity is resource-heavy for an institution. For applied, practice-based subjects the imperative for learning to involve experience (real or simulated) is implicit. However, as Mayes (2002) points out, “there are too many learners and too few tutors” as “small group teaching methods are increasingly seen as an unaffordable luxury” (Mayes, 1995).

Applied Experiential Teaching in Large Classes

For institutions and instructors there are various logistical implications as student-centred, communication and experiential-based teaching and learning require, by definition, a level of interaction not easily afforded by high teacher: student ratios. As has been shown empirically, “students who participate in smaller classes show a higher level of achievement” (Bryans Bongey, et al., 2005: 253). Oliver (2006: 2) notes that “teachers often restrict the use of student-centred approaches with problem-solving requirements for more senior cohorts and those that are smaller and more manageable.” Corroborating this, Leveson (2004: 372) found in her study of accountancy classes that where class size was large teachers “coped by using fewer student-centred activities such as group work, asking questions and seeking feedback.” While not ideal in (especially applied) accountancy, this is simply not possible in applied topics in many disciplines where outcomes are behavioural and where pedagogical best practice has been demonstrated to be active or experiential learning, as is the case for topics within marketing, project management and many others, including entrepreneurship.

In universities the most common mode of education delivery is still the lecture. Lectures have the benefits of being highly cost-effective, particularly in the large class context. Bryans Bongey, et al. (2005: 253) claim that “research and prevalent practice in higher education uphold the value of the lecture format and the benefit of supplementing lectures with other institutional methods.” This raises, however, the question: “in an undergraduate class with hundreds of students, how can the instructor supplement his lectures to provide interactive and individualized student support?” (ibid: 252). 

One method currently receiving a lot of attention and experimentation is the use of supplemental or discrete online educational provision, or Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) (e.g, White, 2000; Newton, 2003). There are many case studies that advocate the benefits of well-considered and planned online educational support (e.g., Bryans Bongey, et al., 2005). The level of use of VLEs is, however, according to Gerrard (2005) limited as staff are currently most likely to upload lecture notes, with a few additional provisions and materials. She claims that until more holistic use of VLEs in the learning and teaching process is taken on the impact of them will be limited. Indeed, Kuster and Vila (2006: 321) note that in marketing education “face-to-face tutorials were more highly rated [by students] than web-based practices.” Nonetheless, there is much commentary and evidence about the benefits of well planned use of VLEs and online communications to reduce the problems associated with teaching and learning in the large class context (e.g., Laurillard, 1998; Mayes, 2002).

Whether online methods are used or not, large class sizes are particularly problematic when pedagogy requires experiential learning within applied subjects. The basic rationale is that in order to learn applied topics, students must have the opportunity to practice skills and competencies in a real (or simulated) scenario. Many applied social science and business topics use group work or projects to afford both communication skills and experiential learning. As Rodrigues (2004: 180-181) identifies, group projects “can aid in developing analytical skills and fostering teamwork…and can help students learn how to learn on their own…They can develop oral and written communication skills.” Beichner and Saul (2003: 3) explain the advantages of groups in teaching and learning in applied science: “because they talk with each other they are naturally more active (or interactive)…calling on teammates can provide additional resources and avenues to success…synthesis and evaluation of each others’ ideas.” In the applied business education context this is no less the case. De Vita (2001: 28) claims that “by increasing the amount of discussion, mutual help and support among students and hence fostering informal peer tutoring and feedback, group work is a valuable pedagogic tool to promote learning by being instrumental to the development of transferable skills [and]…is also a means of preparing students for…the real world of business.”

The study of entrepreneurship commonly involves simulated business start-up or planning at some stage. Hytti & O’Gorman (2004: 14) summarise the pedagogy literature: “there is an emerging consensus that enterprise education should take the entrepreneurship process as the starting point…and be based on the action-learning approach.” Commonly, this applied business planning activity is conducted in groups in order to also facilitate development of communications and team-working skills, as well as meet the demands of the entrepreneurship discipline specifically. Like all applied subjects that include this type of exercise, the issue of how best to deliver this educational experience within the context of limited resources and time remains a critical one, particularly where large classes are involved. 

Entrepreneurship Education

As with many subjects, the study of entrepreneurship can (arguably should) include both theory/analysis-based teaching and learning, and applied skills development. Since very different types of learning are involved, separation of the two types is common (CELCEE, 2003). The current study is concerned only with the latter, applied entrepreneurship teaching and learning experience, as it is in this aspect of entrepreneurship education that most explicitly calls for provision of experiential teaching and learning.

The debate about how to teach entrepreneurship for effective application within the modern economy is ongoing (Gorman, et al., 1997; Young, 1997). Enterprise skills are most often taught via the entrepreneurship (business start-up) or intrapreneurship (project start-up within an existing organization) simulation. There is general consensus within the literature that both tacit (e.g., confidence, initiative) and explicit (e.g., financial planning, market analysis) competencies are represented (e.g., Kirby, 1992; Simmons and Mason, 1999; HEA, 2007). McMullan and Long (1987:268) note that the skills attained through entrepreneurship education also include “negotiations, salesmanship, leadership and creative thinking…management of technological innovation and new product marketing”. Simmons & Mason (1999:9-11) add “confidence…skills in competitive strategy, and identifying market opportunities” to this list. Assessment is usually based on team presentation (oral and written) of a group idea and demonstration of its outline commercial feasibility. 

The Study

The current study is concerned with applied, experiential entrepreneurship education only. The three classes included in the current study are: 

Class A:

Class A comprises 50 students all of whom are in the final years of an engineering degree. These students are experienced, have established relationships, and while they have little or no experience of business education, they do have much experience of working in teams. Students form groups of 4-6 and are taught via two lectures and one group session, in which they are all supervised within the lecture room at once, per week. Team presentation and report comprise 30 percent of summative assessment. Individuals receive the group mark unless the lecturer becomes aware of disparity in contribution whereupon there is scope to reduce an individual’s mark by up to 10 percent.

Class B:

Class B comprises 120 students. Most are at levels 3 or 4. Students are most often studying business subjects, though many come from other disciplines, therefore there is variation in levels of business education experience. Students are grouped into teams of 4-6. Students are taught via two lectures a week and one tutorial in which the staff:group ratio is 1:2. This module counts towards Honours classification for those in levels 3 and 4. The module is assessed 100 percent by team presentation and report. So as not to disadvantage those who aim for high ‘Honours-worthy’ marks, all attendance in tutorials is mandatory and non-attendance is penalized. Individual marks are extrapolated from the group mark by this tutorial participation measure and a peer review exercise. The peer review asks students to note the contribution of each team member as a proportion of the work undertaken. Students who have contributed more can thus identify this and those who have contributed less can in turn be identified and individual marks extrapolated accordingly.

Class C: 

Class C is a mandatory element within the Management, Finance and Economics degrees. Around 400 students are registered in this class. All students are at level 1 and are taught via two lectures a week and one tutorial in which the staff:group ration is 1:1. Groups comprise between 16 and 25 students who are encouraged to create sub-groupings for the business planning exercise e.g., marketing subgroup, finance subgroup. Team presentation and report comprise 40 percent of summative assessment.

The make-up of each class studied in this research is summarized below in Table 1.

Table 1: Demographic make-up of classes studied.

	
	No of students
	Undergrad level
	Discipline
	No. in teams
	Tutorial staff:group ratio
	Prop. of summative assessment

	Class A
	50
	4
	Engineering
	4-6
	-
	30%

	Class B
	120
	3 and 4
	Mixed
	4-6
	1:2
	100%

	Class C
	400+
	1
	Management
	16-20
	1:1
	40%


Methodology

Questionnaires were distributed amongst students in Classes A, B and C during May and June 2007. For Classes A, B, and C sample size was N=22, 83 and 87 respectively. Total sample size was 192. To supplement the study seven focus groups were conducted also to follow up issues that had been identified by the quantitative instrument. Focus groups comprised two groups of 7-10 students from Classes A, B and C, and one group of 6 staff involved in the delivery of each class

Results

Quantitative Data

Team-working

Students were asked they had found working in teams difficult. It was expected this would vary by the extent to which students had experience of team working prior to entrepreneurship classes, and this was borne out, as shown in Graph 1. Graph 2 shows the types of difficulties encountered.

Graph 1: Experienced difficulties in the team
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Graph 2: Type of team work difficulties experienced
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As Graph 1 shows, responses from Class C were significantly
 more likely to include claims to have experienced difficulties working in a team than classes A and B. Graph 2 shows that difficulties comprising unequal division and quality of work and communication difficulties were more prevalent in Class C than in Classes A or B. 

Resolution

In all classes most difficulties were overcome. Graph 3 shows that resolution was found most often within the group. Very few students reported the need for staff to sort out team problems. Interestingly, in Class C there is significantly
 more reporting of resolution through a team member taking a leadership role.  This suggests the value that leadership seems to have for large teams. 

Graph 3: How problems were resolved
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Assessment

Students were asked if they considered that their marks would be affected by working in teams. As illustrated in Graph 4, overall students thought that group work had a positive effect on their final mark. Despite this, a substantial proportion of those who thought their marks would be affected, particularly in Classes A and C, were less optimistic. Class B, with its explicit peer review exercise, was least likely to include students who believed that their group assignment would adversely affect their mark. 

Graph 4: Perceived affects on marks
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Support

Generally, most students in all modules rated the quality of the support they had received positively. When asked how they accessed support and whether they would have appreciated more, responses were revealing, as illustrated in Graphs 5 and 6.


Graph 5: How support was accessed
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Graph 6: Would you have liked more support or advice?
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Graph 5 shows that most students had needed support. Most had accessed support though class contact, and some by email and in person. The slight variation in reportage by class most likely concerns the different characteristics of each. Class A has the highest reporting of 'in class' contact because there were no tutorials, therefore, relationships with the lecturer were confined to the lecture. Class B had the highest reporting of contact by email. Class B actively encouraged the use of the VLE and email communications. Class C had the highest reporting of approaching the lecturer in his office. This is most likely to be because of the very large number attending lectures (c400) meaning that in-class communications with the lecturer were unfeasible.  

Graph 6 identifies that the greatest need for more support/advice was expressed by students of Class C, with its large groups. This is exacerbated when we isolate those who claimed to have experienced difficulties in group working: for example, amongst those who reported an unequal division of work 71 percent of this subset in Class C would have liked additional support compared with 26 percent in Class A and 22 percent in Class B. 

Web Support

Class A provided no means of online learning or materials. Class B provided materials and communications through the university's VLE, and Class C through a module website. The extent to which online teaching and learning contributed to learning is shown in Graph 7.

Graph 7: Contribution of web support to learning
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Graph 7 shows that for about two thirds of each class, online support was perceived as useful. This is a majority, but there remains a significant minority who do not find web support effective. It may be the case that the teaching and learning experience involved in applied entrepreneurship modules has less use for remote web support than it does for contact-based work, be that staff to student contact or student to student. Nevertheless, the results shown here do show that use of online materials is perceived as a positive contribution. Indeed, when asked if they would have used it had it been available, 56 percent of the Class A sample said yes. 

Qualitative data

General feedback

Overall, students were very positive about entrepreneurship classes. Students from each class claimed to have enjoyed and learned a great deal from their course of study:

“I think that it is very good we have been very enthusiastic about it.” Class C.

“Out of all my electives this is probably the most fun.” Class B.

In particular, classes were evaluated extremely positively on a number of counts, notably:

· The marriage of theory and practice:

“…It is a bit like research methods although research methods is boring.  Entrepreneurship isn’t. It gives you a chance to put it all into practice.” Class B.

“This is how you would use theory in the real world.” Class B. 

· Multidisciplinary content:

“This is the first course I’ve had to learn continuously… Combining the different elements and how they work together is good.  We do accountancy and marketing, economics but in this module we bring them all together.” Class B.
· Soft skills development: 

“I think of all the subjects you do, once you have graduated, the best things you get out of it will be the core skills… working with people, solving problems and developing your team working abilities.” Class B.

Team working

As detailed in the quantitative results, many students claimed to have experienced difficulties with working in their teams, and this was more common amongst students in Class C. Major problems centred on team dysfunction and on students’ failing to make an acceptable contribution:

“I am finding it really, really hard because my group is terrible.  No one works together.  I was really looking forward to this term, and the project work, but it is an absolute nightmare and I am stressing all the time.  I am worried that we will fail because people don’t want to work.” Class C.

Students from each class claimed to have problems with communication: 

“One guy did the wrong bit… so two of them did the same thing… communication is the biggest issue.” Class B.

“In our group we thought of a voice activated thing and started to look and the technology and the market.  Then we realised that other members of the team has already picked a different product and we didn’t know.” Class C.

Generally, communication problems were commented on most often in Class C’s focus groups:

 “There’s twenty five in our tutorial group and it’s hard to divide a project up into 25 different task… I think it is just impossible.” Class C. 

“There’s no communication between the smaller groups…” Class C.

It would seem that even fully functional teams in Class C  found some communication problems insurmountable due to the size of the group.

“We met together, we worked together, but I have no idea what was going on in the rest of the group.  I still don’t know what the product looks like!” Class C. 

By far the greatest problem faced by students was the division and completion of work, and participants in the Class C focus groups noted these most often: 

“there’s a lot of people not doing very much they are getting away with doing nothing.” Class C.

“Some people just don’t want to work and say they will do it and don’t.  In my group there’s so many people they can get away with doing it.  That is a real problem”. Group C.

However, some students were philosophical about distribution of work issues and thought that it had increased their learning:

“It’s all character building stuff.” Class C.

 “One guy didn’t come to anything and we had to do a lot more.  We got more out of it too.  It teaches you to deal with people who really don’t want to help you and you learn that you can’t trust every person… you have to keep your eye on the ball.” Class B.

Another difficulty which emerged particularly amongst Class C concerned leadership:

 “Our leader can’t bring himself to tell people what to do.” Class C.

“No one talks.  The leaders should say what to do…” Class C.

Resolution

As noted in the quantitative study most problems were resolved within the team or within the class. For example, where lack of contribution was concerned some students saw this as a learning experience:

“Some people didn’t show up it was a challenge bringing them on board and to involve them.  It improves your interpersonal skills.  You can’t get that experience on another course.  It is great if you can deal with difficult people.” Class B.

Others had a more direct approach:

“I will have to go to his room and start banging on the door.” Class C.

“I had to pester someone with hourly emails.” Class C.

“If people aren’t pulling their weight then I would confront them and threaten them… with taking some action.” Class B.

Some students apparently resolved problems through a mixture of might and right. Overall, the most effective means of avoiding and resolving problems was via the tutorial experience, as detailed in the following section. 

Learning Styles and Support

The teaching and learning experience of applied entrepreneurship education is very different from much traditional university education, and many students might have a preference for this. 

“I like tutorial groups because in lectures I lose concentration and interest.” Class C.

Conversely, this does not suit all participants:

“I don’t like team work.  I am more of a loner.  I like to go to the library and read about it…” Class B.

Despite this, the vast majority of students were very positive about the teaching and learning experience and the support they had received, particularly the iterative teaching methods used. In Classes B and C this is usually provided via tutorials, while in Class A it is facilitated within the lecture environment. Comments include:

 “If someone else in a group doesn’t understand something and you have to explain it to them you can learn through teaching.” Class B.

“I learned a lot from discussions.” Class A.

“On this course you have a chance to think of things for yourself, all the things I’ve been taught, I know, but this is more about applying knowledge.  The teaching methods are more interesting and entrepreneurship is more interactive because you have the group discussions”. Class B.

“I remember what was said in a discussion it is a better way to learn.” Class B.

Amongst the most mentioned benefits of tutorials in Classes B and C were that they provided: a definite time to meet; opportunity for discussion; gaining feedback and assistance; and monitoring attendance. 

“I like the way in tutorials we have continuous support.” Class B. 

“The tutorials are important to ask questions.  In the lecture it is very difficult to put your hand up to ask questions.” Class C.

“The tutorials make you think because you are asked questions on the spot.” Class C.

It would seem that the role of tutorials was invaluable to students by providing an environment for learning through discussion and interaction.

The role of the tutor within the tutorial environment was also noted.

“The tutor was very important to our group.” Class C.

 “The tutor would steer us if we were going off on a tangent.” Class C.

 “Our tutor was very good… she would say that we were making real progress… that encourages you.  Just having someone say that really helps”. Class C.

Evidently, tutors were functioning as facilitators, role models, and coaches. Tutorials were viewed by students and staff as essential to the learning process and to the formative assessment process. 

In terms of negative comments about tutorials, both staff and students had concerns about the size and layout of teaching rooms:

“Some rooms are better than others… sometimes they all sit at the back.  To achieve a seminar format you have to decide whether it is worth losing the ten minutes while reorganising the room.” Tutor Group.

“Some small classes hold ten and you just physically can’t move to the other side of the class to talk to them.” Tutor Group.

“We sat in one row with the rest of the team in the row behind we couldn’t have a group discussion.” Class C.

It would seem that a great deal more could be done to facilitate greater communication purely by ensuring than the teaching environment is suited to a discussion forum. This will not remove communication problems but will certainly reduce them for a number of students and moreover assist staff to facilitate groups.

Assessment

As the quantitative results show there was a general feeling that group work had a positive effect on students’ marks:

“I don’t know if I would have done so well on my own.  It’s really useful to have someone to bounce ideas off.  I think the group work was positive.  I did really badly in the exam but finished up with a decent mark overall.” Class A.

Students’ grades were naturally very important to them and the assignation of a group grade was also a highly contentious issue. 

“Individuals have to do well too, can’t have someone freeloading and getting the same mark for it.” Class C.

 “Yes, you can finish up with a few passengers.” Tutors Group.

“Someone with the attitude, as long as I pass that is all that matters to me. That would be the worst possible thing for me.” Class C.

Students who were peer assessed, as in Class B, exhibited greater levels of satisfaction:

 “at least you can grade each other. I really don’t like that my grade depends on someone who does nothing.” Class B.

“…This course is brilliant because it has the review forms at the end and gives people a mark accordingly.  We do some courses where people do nothing and get entirely the same grade; it is not fair at all.  It gives you good experience but I just don’t like it.  In a work situation these people would not get away with it.” Class B.

“Thankfully it is peer assessed, sometimes you can just finish up working with the worst possible team.” Class B.

Web Support

Some students were very enthusiastic about the web support offered in Classes B and C:

“I find the VLE  absolutely fantastic.” Class C.

Students had used it to maintain group mailing lists and for communicating information. There was a feeling that it was under developed and hence under-utilised, however, and students were keen to see the discussion forums being used (in neither class this had been exploited): 

“All they do is put lecture notes there. There’s a discussion board and that could be really good, if the lecturers and tutors could promote it and comment on it.” Class B.

“We don’t really use the discussion forum…I think you can even conference through the VLE.” Class C.

Discussion 

Overall, applied entrepreneurship classes were received positively by students. In particular, contextualised, experiential education, such as through practicing tasks, group discussions or tutorials, has been shown to have strongly supported students’ learning. However, there were several issues identified by the research, and variation in delivery of applied entrepreneurship education has afforded some understanding of these. 

Team-working issues

One of the most commonly reported difficulties was working in teams, particularly where the balance of contribution between team members was perceived as unequal. This was most commonly reported by students of Class C, where the teams commonly comprised up to twenty-five students. This might be resolved by restricting the size of project teams, thereby reducing the likelihood of a disparity in the division of work. Additionally, it may be useful to tackle these issues within the learning process. Supplementary classes in communication, work allocation and time management might be useful extensions to business courses with a focus on team based assessment. It is likely that these would be a worthwhile contribution to classes in which teams are made up of small numbers also.

Of specific concern for many students was the effect of disparity in the division of work on final marks. It appears that students would prefer their individual contribution to group projects to be appropriately rewarded in summative assessments. Indeed, in Class B, where peer assessment is always used to establish individual marks, there was less concern from students about the effects of dysfunctional teams, and potentially fewer dysfunctional teams at all, as individuals were aware of their inability to avoid responsibility for their own marks. However this is a considerable administrative endeavour for the lecturer. Nevertheless, results form the present study suggest that it is a worthwhile exercise as it seems to provide better participation within groups and less stress for individuals who want to pursue high marks. 

Support

Almost all students had needed advice and /or support during the team working process. The addition of tutorials was found to positively affect students’ perception of the quality of support: students who were supported by a tutor, i.e., those in Classes B and C, were likely to experience the greatest levels of satisfaction with the quality of support that they had received. In Class A, formal tutorials were not included. Despite strong reporting of satisfaction in terms of being afforded time dedicated to team working, it may also be the case that tutorial support would improve learning satisfaction for this group of students. However, tutorial support is expensive, particularly where team support is concerned. In Class C, very large teams are created in order to afford a manageable number of tutorials and an affordable number of tutors for a class of over 400 students. The very large teams cause problems in terms of internal team management, participation and communication as discussed. To improve this, smaller teams would be required, but the number and cost of them would increase correspondingly. In Class A provision of tutorials would have a smaller scale but similar effect. 

Web Support

The use of VLEs seems justified but not at the expense of traditional contact with staff. Staff-student contact was the most reported issue in terms of improving support and the learning experience. The results indicate that web support although a useful teaching support was not valued as much as other teaching methods used on the courses examined in this study. Additionally, it may be possible to increase students motivation to use VLEs by making content more dynamic and interactive.

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The challenge of large classes for applied subjects centres on balancing scarce contact time and finite budgets with adequate support. Compromise is necessary but should not impact unduly negatively on quality. Reducing students’ needs for support and some of the known barriers to effective team work would therefore seem advantageous. The current study has identified some of the main issues for entrepreneurship education and how these might be addressed. 

These can be summarised as the general recommendations:

1. Have teams comprise as few students as possible within the constraints of time available for teaching and budget.

2. Support students with allocated tutorials or similar where they meet with a tutor/consultant/mentor regularly and have the tutor: team ration as small as possible. 

3. Where meetings or tutorials are timetabled, ensure that the accommodation and layout are as conducive to team to team and team to staff interaction as possible.

4. Set aside regular time for students to practice skills and tasks in class in order that they can receive formative feedback from staff and from eachother.

5. Have a formal and explicit means of identifying individual contribution to assignments in summative assessments, even if the team assignments comprise only a proportion of individuals’ marks.

6. Encourage reflection on the part of individuals when team-working difficulties are experienced. 

7. Include the use of full and iterative VLE support, but not at the expense of the opportunity for traditional staff-student contact.

Limitations

Each class in the current study had in common that it was delivered to a large class of students and that students had to submit, as a team based exercise, a business plan.   However, each class varied substantially in terms of students’ academic experience. Thus, when reviewing the findings it should be remembered that each class involved in the study had its commonalties and also unique differences and that some of the differences found in the findings may be attributable to the composition and characteristics of each sample.  
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