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Abstract

Objectives: The aim of this paper is to critically reflect upon the piloting of a student project as an innovative, action learning approach within a women’s entrepreneurship postgraduate programme.  The authors address a key question within entrepreneurship education: how may entrepreneurship be taught or learned?

Prior work: The MSc Entrepreneurship (Female Entrepreneurs) is designed to be ‘for’ entrepreneurs rather than ‘about’ entrepreneurship and emphasises reflective practice.  The objectives of introducing the project were to provide a learning experience, ‘through’ an entrepreneurial situation, that would combine theory and practice and encourage students to engage in more meaningful reflection upon their own practice and the learning process.  The paper draws upon previous work on entrepreneurship education, entrepreneurial learning, action learning and reflective practice in addition to current themes in relation to women entrepreneurs.

Approach: The student project involved planning, organising and managing a business network event.  In addition to holding 7 weekly planning meetings, the students took the lead in running the event and participated in a group review.  The paper explores the piloting of the student project using Gibbs Reflective Cycle as a framework for critical reflective analysis through the lens both of the students and lecturing team.  The resultant reflections address the experience of undertaking the project, reviewing it, evaluating the project as a learning experience and the critique of the reflective model in relation to undertaking this process.

Results: The students felt the project gave them a unique insight into the risks and realities of being an entrepreneur.  They were agreed that this kind of student project should be incorporated into the programme in future.  However, they had underestimated the time commitment and felt that in future the relevant module assessment should be adjusted accordingly.  The action learning approach combined with reflective practice proved to be a successful teaching and learning strategy.

Implications:  The paper addresses a central dilemma in the entrepreneurship teaching and learning debate, moving from can entrepreneurship be taught/learned to how can entrepreneurship be taught/learned?  Both the students and the lecturing team concluded that the student project was an invaluable exercise which should be replicated in future.

Value:  The twin use of the action learning approach of the student project together with reflective practice informed by theoretical models encapsulates the challenge of providing a real, practical entrepreneurial experience while still engaging with theory and postgraduate level academic study.

Key words: Entrepreneur, Action learning, Reflective practice, Women entrepreneurs.

Introduction

There is a general acknowledgement of an acceleration in developments in enterprise education over the past decade and a proliferation of associated initiatives within higher education institutions (Hannon, 2007:184; Matlay and Carey, 2007:253; Hytti and O’Gorman, 2004).  However, Hartshorn and Hannon (2006:617) conclude, “there have been relatively few discussions concerning the appropriateness and effectiveness of the pedagogies that underpin these offerings”. 

The focus of the current paper is a Masters entrepreneurship programme developed specifically for aspiring and existing women entrepreneurs seeking either to set up a new business or to further develop their current business.  As a result, the programme has been described as within the ‘for’ entrepreneurship enterprise education approach (Muir and Edwards, 2004:4).

In order to fulfil the academic rigour demanded of Masters level study (particularly criticality), to enhance the development of their entrepreneurial practice and to link the two aspects, the programme requires students to engage with reflective practice (Schon, 1983; Moon, 2000/2002; Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper, 2001).  It is in this combination of the need to address theory and practice informed by reflection (practical theory (Rae, 2007:10)), that both the strength of the programme but also the challenge, for teachers and learners alike, resides (Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper, 2001; Jack and Anderson, 1999). 

The lecturing team have become increasingly aware that some students were not gaining full value from the reflective aspect of the programme.  This appeared to be the case particularly within cohorts where a larger proportion of students were at pre-business start-up stage and therefore lacking a suitable context upon which to reflect.  As a result, it was decided to provide a learning experience ‘through’ an entrepreneurial situation (Scott et al, 1998, as cited in De Faoite et al, 2003; Gibb, 1993) that would provide the requisite opportunity for students to engage with theory and practice and would encourage them to undertake more meaningful reflection upon their own practice and the learning process.

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to critically reflect upon the piloting of the student project as an innovative action learning approach (McGill and Beaty, 2001) within the MSc Entrepreneurship (Female Entrepreneurs).  

The paper begins descriptively with background, contextual information about the Masters programme and the projects within which it has been run.  It continues with a brief discussion of the enterprise education context, action learning and reflective practice.  It explores the piloting of the student project using Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework for critical reflective analysis through the lens both of the students and the lecturing team. The resultant reflections address the experience of undertaking the project, reviewing it, evaluating the project as a learning experience and the critique of the reflective model in relation to undertaking this process.  The conclusions address the value of the pilot project as a ‘through’ enterprise approach to facilitate the combining of theory and practice and the development of entrepreneurial behaviours, attributes and skills (Gibb, 2002:254).

Background

The focus for the paper is the MSc Entrepreneurship (Female Entrepreneurs) located in the Welsh Enterprise Institute of the Glamorgan Business School, University of Glamorgan in South Wales.  It forms part of the University’s strategy in relation to the provision of formal and informal entrepreneurship teaching and learning initiatives (discussed in a previous paper by Edwards and Muir (2005)). 

To date, the MSc Entrepreneurship (Female Entrepreneurs) has been run as two separate, successive, although not consecutive, projects funded by the European Social Fund (ESF).  There have now been 5 cohorts of students since January 2002.

The MSc programme was initially developed in recognition of the different experience of women entrepreneurs and the unique barriers that they may encounter (Harding et al, 2004; Small Business Service, 2003; Shaw, E., Carter, S, & Brierton, J., 2001).  Key amongst these, confirmed in recent reports are: lack of confidence, financial issues/lack of access to finance, followed by hours of work, resource availability and lack of time, perceived age and lack of support; their fear of failure has been shown to be significantly higher than that of men (Dhaliwal et al, 2006:10; Harding, 2006:31,41).
The MSc programme has a number of distinguishing features that individually and in combination are intended to support students whilst they participate in the scheme and to equip them with strategies to eliminate, minimise or overcome potential barriers to their entrepreneurial progress.  

The programme was designed to be a women-only, positive action initiative, as envisaged under the terms of the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 (amended 1976) [sections 47 and 48].  As such, it aims to encourage and prepare women to become or to develop further as entrepreneurs, entrepreneurship being recognised as a sector where traditionally women have been under-represented (Rae, 2007:220; Harding, 2006). 

The significance of the women-only aspect of the course is the opportunity it affords students to contextualise barriers they encounter or have encountered so that their perception shifts from one of personal deficit to one of system or structural inadequacy.  An important intended consequence of such ‘consciousness-raising’ or conscientization’ (Stanley and Wise, 1983; Freire, 1972:81) is a growth in awareness and self confidence.

Practical barriers are addressed with European Social Fund (ESF) support; eligible students are offered a bursary covering their fees and a contribution towards the cost of books, internet connection and childcare costs.  Psychosocial barriers (such as lack of confidence and low levels of self efficacy, lack of social capital, lack of business experience), are addressed by the development of networking events, access to business support sector contacts and business mentors (Small Business Service, 2003; Harding, 2006).
The decision to run the programme at Masters level acknowledged previous research that indicates the importance attached by women to obtaining higher level qualifications for reasons of personal confidence and as a demonstration of professional ability and credibility (Muir, E.J. et al, 2001).

However, the programme has been described as ‘for’ entrepreneurship rather than ‘about’ entrepreneurship (Edwards and Muir, 2005).  Therefore, it has twin interconnected intentions.

Firstly, students engage with the high level of academic study associated with Masters level.  The programme comprises 7 successive modules (Enterprising Economy, Entrepreneurial Studies, Independent Study, Business Planning, Entrepreneurial Strategies, Business Relationships and Research Methods) followed by the dissertation.  The assessment is by written assignments at the end of each module culminating in the final thesis.

Secondly, students are expected to develop their entrepreneurial practice either by setting up a new business or by developing their existing business further.

The interface for the two aspects of the programme is a requirement that students engage with reflective practice (Schon, 1983; Jasper, 2003) throughout the programme.  While they are encouraged to keep a personal reflective journal (Moon, 1999) from the time of their Induction and are encouraged to consider reflective practice as a key means of developing their entrepreneurial practice (Jack and Anderson, 1999), they must write a series of reflective reports as most of the end of module assignments comprise two parts, one of which is of a reflective nature.   

However, the concerns of the lecturing team in relation to the tendency of the reflective work of some students towards a surface rather than deep approach (McGill and Beaty, 2001: 164-5) have been alluded to in the introduction.

This section has provided the background leading to the development of the pilot project.  The next sections will briefly consider the key concepts which provided the context and the rationale for the approach taken.

Key concepts: Enterprise education, action learning and reflective practice
Enterprise education

A small number of key themes dominate the enterprise education literature.  A fundamental issue is the ambiguity that surrounds the central terminology.  Echoing Gibb’s (2002:246) earlier critique, researchers have commented upon the conceptual confusion and contextual difficulties  arising from the ambiguity surrounding ‘entrepreneurship’ and the negative impacts on the potential for generalisation (Hytti and O’Gorman, 2004:12; Matlay and Carey, 2007:254).  

Hartshorn and Hannon (2005:618) echo Fiet’s (2000) survey that highlighted variations in the content of 18 entrepreneurship courses.  They allude to the problems in discussing enterprise education resulting from the ambiguities within the academic debate: “enterprise education can be about the subject (enterprise) itself, can be seen as a pedagogy, and as a set of outcomes.  More recently still, in their longitudinal study (1995-2004) of entrepreneurship education in UK HEIs Matlay and Carey (2007:258) “could find no significant commonalities in the conceptual approaches to entrepreneurship education”.  As a result, they call for a “common definitional platform” (Matlay and Carey, 2007:254) and it is apparent that the lack of clarity within the academic debate is acting as a restraining factor in relation to the development of the discipline.

The discussion of whether entrepreneurs are ‘born’ or ‘made’ and the linked debate of whether entrepreneurship can be taught has been ongoing (Henry, Hill and Leitch, 2005:98).  However, more recently, based on the view that entrepreneurship involves both functional skills (the science of entrepreneurship) but also innovation and creativity (the art of entrepreneurship), there is a degree of consensus that some aspects of entrepreneurship may be amenable to being taught (Matlay and Carey, 2007:254).  Significantly, however, a distinction is made between the possibility of teaching the more functional skills by conventional methods and the need for new approaches in relation to the skills and characteristics inherent in innovation and creativity and the associated skills and capacity to act in entrepreneurial ways (Jack and Anderson, 1999:113; De Faoite et al, 2003:432; Rae, 2007).

The ‘born’ or made’, ‘science and/or art’ arguments have been mirrored by attempts to categorise entrepreneurship or enterprise education and training.  Programmes ‘about’ entrepreneurship (Levie, 1999) have been described as dealing with awareness creation (Jamieson, 1984 cited in De Faoite et al, 2003), awareness raising as a key agent of social and economic change and as having a traditional academic focus involving learning about enterprise (Hartshorn and Hannon, 2005).  

By contrast programmes ‘for’ entrepreneurship (Levie, 1999) have been characterised as preparing aspiring entrepreneurs for business start-up (Jamieson, 1984 cited in De Faoite et al, 2003), preparing students for survival and success in their own economic futures with the potential for independent small business creation and management (Hartshorn and Hannon, 2005) and providing training for both potential and existing entrepreneurs (Scott, 1998).

Learning ‘through’ enterprise has been summarised as learning by doing (Gibb, 1993), an approach to teaching enterprise which involves students undertaking projects during which they apply concepts and theories, solve problems and grasp opportunities (Gibb, 1993; Scott, 1998).

The various debates outlined briefly above have culminated in proposals for new approaches to enterprise teaching which influenced the development of the pilot student project initiative.  Jack and Anderson (1999:11), drawing upon Gibb’s (1993) proposals for an ‘enterprise’ style of learning, support rather ‘learning by doing’, enhanced from a simpler training focus by engagement with theory and reflective practice.  Rae (2005:324) defines entrepreneurial learning as “learning to recognise and act on opportunities, and interacting socially to initiate, organise and manage ventures” and highlights the limitations of an over-reliance on cognitive, at the expense of affective or behavioural, conceptualisation.  Matlay and Carey (2007:254-5) endorse the concept of experiential or action learning in a workplace situation but highlight the additional complexity and breadth of skills and knowledge base required by entrepreneurs as opposed to salaried workers.  They draw upon a range of previous research that points to the need for both this kind of experiential or action learning and relevant entrepreneurship education.  Rae (2007:10) describes ‘practical theory’ as a ‘learning for enterprise’ approach that emphasises the importance of being able “to relate theory to practice, using principles which work in real situations”.  Further, he introduces ‘Opportunity-Centred Entrepreneurship’ as an integrated approach for the development of ‘entrepreneurial management skills’, described as “creative thinking, planning, managing human relationships, marketing and selling, and project and resource management” (Rae, 2007:10).

Action learning

Action learning has been described simply as “learning by doing” (Revens, 1983 in Pedler (ed), 1997:3) or “learning through action” (McGill and Beaty, 2001: 12), “learning from concrete experience and critical reflection on that experience – through group discussion, trial and error, discovery, and learning from and with each other” (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002: 115) and is underpinned by Kolb’s description of experiential learning (Fig. 1) “that managers learn from experience and need therefore to learn to reflect on activities before they can conceptualize and re-formulate their plans and activities” (Thorpe, Taylor and Elliott in Pedler (ed), 1997:148).

Experience


Testing

Reflection



Generalisation

Figure 1 Kolb learning cycle (1984)

The central tenets of action learning involve individuals coming together as a ‘set’ to reflect on past experience in order to learn from it and then apply the learning in future action upon an individual issue or problem (McGill and Beaty, 2001; Pedler (ed), 1997).  The emphasis is upon learning from experience through reflection and action (McGill and Beaty, 2001:13), working on real problems (McGill and Beaty, 2001:11) or live projects (Garratt, 1983 in Pedler (ed) 1997: 24-25) and the opportunity for individuals to learn with and from one another (McGill and Beaty, 2001:11; Garratt, 1983 in Pedler (ed) , 1997:24-25) which mirrors key desired features within entrepreneurial learning as discussed previously.

McGill and Beaty (2001:183) discuss a typology of action learning comprising three main categories: Revens scientific method; an experiential approach based on Kolb’s learning cycle of action, reflection, theory and practice and a third version advanced by Mezirow, based on critical reflection.  The third version in particular, with its potential for transformation perspectives, underpins the rationale for the current pilot project.

Several aspects of action learning were considered particularly relevant to addressing issues within a women only group and therefore were also relevant to the choice of this approach for the student project including: the opportunity for students to gain experience in giving and receiving feedback as set members (McGill and Beaty, 2001:144); the potential for gaining support to help cope with fear of failure (McGill and Beaty, 2001: 161), the encouragement towards an active stance and self empowerment (McGill and Beaty, 2001:208) and the link between action learning and double-loop learning, “learning that is learning about the way we learn to do such things” (McGill and Beaty, 2001:208).

Reflective practice
“Experience alone does not create learning: reflection is needed to gain real benefits” (IPD, 1995 cited in McGill and Beaty, 2001:190).  The significance of the reflective element in action learning has been alluded to above and therefore is explored further in the following section.

In his seminal work introducing the concept of ‘reflection-in-action’ Schon (1983/1991:39) highlighted the limits of technical rationality in relation to dealing with the ‘messy’ and untidy phenomena that impact upon practice.  He proposed rather a new ‘epistemology of practice’ that recognises the “artistic, intuitive processes which some practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict” (Schon, 1983/1991:49) while at the same time drawing upon the rigour of “the scientist’s art of research” in technical problem solving (Schon, 1983/1991:69).  There are clear resonances with some of the major preoccupations within enterprise education, outlined previously.  

As illustrated in Figure 2, the similarities between action learning and Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984) (Figure 1), are mirrored within reflective practice (Zuber-Skerrit, 2002:118; Jasper, 2003:3-4).
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Figure 2.  The ERA cycle of reflective practice

Significantly in relation to the focus of the current paper, Jasper (2003:1) has described reflective practice as a key way of learning from experience and an essential tool to help students make the links between theory and practice.  She describes a 6 stage approach to reflective processes (Jasper, 2003: 12-24):

Stage 1
Selecting a critical incident to reflect on

Stage 2
Observing and describing the experience

Stage 3
Analysing the experience

Stage 4
Interpreting the experience

Stage 5
Exploring alternatives

Stage 6
Framing action

that provides a useful framework of analysis.  It is anticipated by Jasper that novice reflective practitioners will progress only as far as Stage 3, by which point they will have developed insight into the experiences being explored and will have reached some conclusions (conscious awareness).  Progression to the further stages brings about the development of deeper understanding of the experience being reflected upon by further exploration towards explanation.  The two later stages offer the potential for resolving situations, deriving alternative interpretations and finally planning deliberate future action (Jasper, 2003: 20-21).

The possibility for further analysis is provided by Goodman (1984) in his suggestion of 3 levels of reflective practice (illustrated in Table 1).

	Level of reflection
	Category of reflection

	1st Level
	Reflection to reach given objectives



	2nd Level
	Reflection on the relationship between principles and practice

	3rd Level
	In addition to the above, reflection incorporates ethical and political concerns


Table 1 adapted from Goodman’s levels of reflection (1984) 

The first level of reflection has been characterised as descriptive or a narrative of basic facts that again would usually be associated with the novice reflective practitioner.  Second level reflection is associated with identification of learning, drawing conclusions that are transferable to other situations, the use of theoretical concepts to explore and explain events in order to gain further insight and understanding and the creation of one’s own knowledge base by applying theory to practice and considering theory in the light of practice.  In third level reflection, in addition to all of the aspects of the first two levels, there should be an acknowledgement of the wider ethical and political influences that impact upon practice (Jasper, 2003:72-5).

Two reflective practice models were of particular significance in relation to the design and development of the student project.

.

..
Firstly, Schon’s distinction between reflection-in-action (“thinking and theorising about practice while actually doing it” (Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper, 2001:17) and reflection-on-action “the retrospective contemplation of practice undertaken in order to uncover the knowledge used in a particular situation, by analysing and interpreting the information recalled (Fitzgerald, 1994:67) has become synonymous with reflective practice and has had a major impact in practitioner based professions, especially healthcare. (Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper (2001).  

Secondly, Gibb’s reflective cycle (1988) (see Figure 3 below), drawing upon Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984) and the ERA cycle, is a further reflective practice model of key significance (Jasper, 2003:78).  The model is relevant to the analysis of a critical incident which must have been selected in advance and therefore would be highly appropriate in relation to the pilot student project.  The definition of critical incidents in the context of the current paper is “episodes of experience that have particular meaning to the observer, practitioner or any other person taking part in them.  They may be positive or negative experiences and must be suitable for being described in a concise way” (Jasper, 2003:13).  
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Figure 3 Gibb’s reflective cycle (1988)

The starting point of the cycle is Stage 1: Description, moving to Stage 2: Feelings, Stage 3: Evaluation, Stage 4: Analysis, Stage 5: Conclusion and Stage 6: Action plan at which point the reflection stops with a view to anticipated action and the potential for another reflective cycle.

This section has outlined briefly the key concepts that provided the rationale for the introduction of the pilot student project.  The following sections focus on the project itself and the reflections of the students and the lecturing team.

The student project

The student project was introduced towards the end of the taught part (or postgraduate diploma level) of the programme.  The students had already completed 4 taught modules and so had engaged with the entrepreneurship academic literature.  As most of the assignments that form the assessment at the end of each module include a reflective element, the students were also aware of reflective practice and models.

However, as mentioned previously, the reflection produced by some of the Masters programme students tended towards the superficial approach that might be expected of those new to reflective practice.  By not completing the full set of processes or achieving the higher levels of reflection, some students were not deriving full value from the reflective element of the programme and were missing the opportunity to ‘learn to learn’ from their experiences (Gibb, 2002:258; McGill and Beaty, 2001:208).  Therefore the lecturing team were interested in exploring the possibility of accelerating their competence as reflective practitioners by means of the pilot student project.

There had also been opportunities for the students to take part in networking events organised specifically to support the practitioner aspect of the programme/their business development but also of relevance to their academic studies (e.g. Mentoring in the entrepreneurship context).

The project involved planning, organising and managing one of the series of new@glam business network events and was organised as part of two complementary modules: Entrepreneurial Strategies and Business Relationships.  As a result, the students participated in lectures, seminars and discussion groups on theoretical and practitioner perspectives (specifically including those relating to women entrepreneurs) about networks and networking in parallel to taking part in their action learning project of organising a network event for themselves, other students and women who were aspiring and existing business owners within the local business community.  

The students met as a set on 7 occasions, normally on a weekly basis and communicated by email, mobile telephone and texts in between.  The lecturing team attended the first meeting to introduce the project, approach and processes and were present the second meeting to clarify issues around the process and scope of the project.  Thereafter, however, the students took the lead in planning and running the weekly meetings and the event itself and called upon the lecturing team only when required.

After the event, the students were asked to spend some time reflecting individually on both the task and process aspects of the project in preparation for a group reflection the following week.  

Reflections on the pilot student  project

The last set meeting to review the project and its value as a learning experience took place during lectures the week following the event the students had organised.  It began with a brief discussion to identify the students preferred framework; Gibbs reflective cycle (1988) was selected (the rationale for this choice is discussed ahead). The lecturing team subsequently used the same model to reflect upon the project and process, including the group reflection.  The student reflections were recorded by them on flipchart sheets and one of the lecturing team took handwritten notes of the discussions.  To avoid repetition both sets of reflection are presented in the same section below; for clarity, the student reflections are shown in normal type and the lecturing team reflections are shown in italics.  

Application of Gibb’s reflective cycle (1988): 

Stage 1 - Description

Students:  The project involved organising a network event, within the NEW@glam initiative, scheduled for 6 June 2007.  The venue had been booked and caterers alerted but the details still had to be discussed; all other arrangements and aspects of organisation were to be dealt with by the students.  The pre-event period centred on group meetings and emails, delegation of roles, producing the marketing and promotion, finding sponsors, identifying and briefing speakers, adding in special features (over which differences of opinion arose).

The event attracted 25 attendees; a respectable number although less than hoped and planned for, interactive networking, which had been a key aim, sponsorship had been obtained from 2 sources, 3 speakers took part in the event and, in addition, the event was supported by 4 product display stalls.  There was concern that some wine was spilled accidentally and that the event ran late.

Lecturing team:  The student project has already been described above from the perspective of the lecturing team.  The lecturing team were aware during the planning stage that the student group had quickly set themselves challenging goals and high standards to achieve.  Additional features they undertook beyond the initial brief were: to attempt to attract 50 or more participants; to find sponsors to cover the extra costs they envisaged; to produce some innovative PR and marketing materials, to offer product display space to 4-6 exhibitors; to provide a chocolate fountain and wine for delegates in addition to delegate packs and to provide bouquets for the speakers.  This augured well, mirroring Rae’s (2007:10) expectations of ‘practical theory’ and ‘Opportunity-Centred Entrepreneurship’.

Stage 2 - Feelings
Students: At the beginning of the project some felt blank others panic and others excitement.  As the project progressed, some had concerns about time constraints – ‘how are we going to fit this in’?  Further into the project (and during the event itself) some felt anxious, extremely frustrated, worried, apprehensive and concerned and concluded that ‘we needed structure to the group’.  However, the final feelings were of enjoyment and relief and overall that this had been ‘a good learning experience’.

Lecturing team: The way that the student group took up the challenge of the project was very pleasing.  There was a growing concern, however, that their enthusiasm could result in an over ambitious approach which could impact negatively on other aspects of their studies and business development.  There was also a combination of concern yet satisfaction and hope when the group began to experience some pressure as the event date approached.  It was clear that some conflicting approaches and priorities were developing within the group which it was hoped the students would manage appropriately.  However, this was clear evidence that the student project had developed into a real entrepreneurial experience with the potential to lead to valuable personal development and entrepreneurial learning (Hartshorn and Hannon, 2005:618; Gibb, 2002:237). It was very rewarding to see the end result – the students running a successful event which resulted in positive feedback from participants.

Stage 3 - Evaluation

Students: The positive aspects were the learning process and experience, getting sponsors and ‘sponsorship freebies’; getting speakers, the morale and the feedback from attendees.  It was also good to have had a chocolate fountain, a raffle and display stalls.  The venue, buffet and two of the speakers were also good.  The more negative aspects were team communication, lack of team support/attendance, the content delivered by one of the speakers, poor time management, lower than anticipated attendance and lateness by some members of the group.

Lecturing team: There were elements of the event that seemed to be trivial and unnecessary but time consuming to organise and not particularly effective use of the sponsorship achieved (i.e. the chocolate fountain and the wine).  Some aspects could have been improved upon (i.e. greater planning in relation to the organisation and management of the event itself to avoid the problems of one of the speakers failing to address their brief and being allowed to overrun and the overall time management of the event).  Nevertheless, these were important aspects of the action learning process (trial and error and tolerance of mistakes) itself (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002).

Stage 4 – Analysis

Students: The key negatives were role aversion and lack of respect for roles, the misinterpretation by one of the speakers of the brief she had been given, the underestimation of the time it would take to organise everyone at the event, lack of commitment and respect for other team members and the cost of event.  However, “It did eventually come together and we learnt a lot from it.  The realisation was made that had it not been for the sponsors and support from the Uni, we would have suffered a loss.  We all now have a better idea of what is involved in organising a networking event”.
Lecturing team: Rather than being passive recipients of learning, through the project, students were involved in an active approach which exposed individuals and the group to the risks, ambiguities and responsibilities of entrepreneurship to a degree that is not possible via other teaching methods including simulations and case studies (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002:117; Jack and Anderson, 1999:118-9).

Stage 5 - Conclusion

Students: Definite roles should have been allocated within the group from the outset in accordance with areas of expertise and individuals should have fulfilled their allotted role.  The project should be part of the assessment/graded in order to ensure commitment and in recognition of the time commitment involved; it should have been kept small.  Finally, the communication process should have been structured to prevent conflict and minutes were needed.

Lecturing team: The event was successful and the overall project proved to be a very effective method of providing entrepreneurial learning through an entrepreneurial situation (Levie, 1999).  The initial discussion of the specific features of the action learning approach could have been re-emphasised and students could have been better prepared in relation to group processes.

Stage 6 - Action plan

Students: Roles should be defined, structured, allocated and delivered more effectively.  Individual and group expectations should be clarified at the beginning.  The student project should be graded in future as a means of addressing issues of non-participation. Query: should wine have been authorised beforehand?  Lessons were learned in relation to relying on individuals who may let the group down.

Lecturing team: The action learning approach together with an emphasis on reflective practice underpinning the student project had proved to be an effective entrepreneurial learning situation and should be replicated in future.  The students should be introduced to the principles of action learning and reflective practice in more detail and should be prepared more effectively to be able to manage potential conflicts that might arise in group processes.  Consideration should be given to ways of embedding action learning and reflective practice into the overall programme.

Reflections on the use of Gibbs reflective cycle (1988)

Students: Schon’s (1983) reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action reflective practice model was considered but there was a lack of consensus about it in the group.  One student perceived it as less prescriptive than the Gibb’s model but others found it difficult to distinguish between the two time frames of ‘in’ and ‘on’ action.  Therefore, the Gibb’s model was chosen to reflect upon the project as it was a simple structure which would lend itself to a group reflection.  Through the structure, the reflection was broken down appropriately in a way that flowed.  As a result, the model enabled engagement in a simple, easy process which nevertheless allowed thoughts to be rationalised.  The evaluation and analysis stages were particularly helpful in facilitating a balanced discussion of the positive and more negative aspects of the experience without one aspect dominating at the expense of others.  The model was particularly effective in encouraging a clarification of thoughts and expanded the analysis of the situation.  There was unanimous support for the use the model as a structure for future reflections.

Lecturing team: For those less familiar with reflective practice, Gibb’s model provided a clear structure to reflect upon a critical incident within an educational context (Jasper, 2003:83) and demonstrated the value of an action learning approach that emphasised reflective practice.    It had provided prompts to both broaden and deepen the reflection to an extent; however, there was a degree of disappointment that the group reflections were still within the initial stages range envisaged within reflective practice stage and level models (Jasper, 2003:12; Goodman, 1984).  This will be addressed further in the following Discussion section.

Discussion

The reflections from the perspective of the lecturing team in the previous section have already addressed some of the specific discussion aspects.  Therefore, this brief section focuses on providing an overview discussion of the successes and failures of the pilot project.

In order to support the development of the behaviours, skills and attributes required in enterprising people or entrepreneurial owner-managers, Hartshorn and Hannon (2005: 620-1) discuss the need to expose students to “action and decision making under pressure, with competing tasks and where feedback comes from a variety of sources”  paralleling the “life-world experience of the entrepreneurial owner manager”.  The previous reflective section shows clearly that the pilot student project was highly successful in exposing the students to a relevant learning experience ‘through’ an entrepreneurial situation.

While Jack and Anderson (1999:119 citing Sexton and Bowman, 1987) envisage students working with entrepreneurs in small business settings, the pilot student project was successful in providing a parallel environment for our students to “encounter the risks and ambiguity of the unstructured situation experienced by most entrepreneurs”. Indeed one of the students commented at the end of the group reflective session “This was an amazing experience.  You couldn’t create those feelings any other way”.

Initially, at the student group reflective session, it appeared that the objective of using action learning with an emphasis on reflective practice as a means of bridging the theory and practice divide had failed.  As mentioned in the section above, the student group reflections still appeared to be within the lower range of reflective processes and stages ((Jasper, 2003:12; Goodman, 1984).  However, when the students submitted their next individual assignments, the reflective elements evidenced clear progression towards explanation of the experience at the heart of the reflection and beyond to resolving situations, developing alternative interpretations and planning future action (Jasper, 2003:20-21).  One of the students reflected on the student project from a team dynamics perspective, another reflected upon the degree to which individuals had exhibited entrepreneurial traits while a third analysed the impact of the event on her network relationships.  Finally, another concluded “Initially I thought I had learnt very little from the event, however on reflection there were incredibly valuable lessons to be taken from it which I can implement in the future” and then outlined specific future approaches.

Jack and Anderson (1999:116) also identify the need to develop “critical human capital” within students and contend that this can be achieved by the development of reflective practitioners through an entrepreneurial project.  Again this was not apparent initially at the student group reflective session.  However, the subsequent assignments incorporated a much greater degree of criticality than previously and more effective use of reflection and reflective models.  One of the students worked through a reflective model in her assignment and concluded that she “had a very active role in organising the event and therefore had learnt a lot from the entire process”.  She had also come to the “realisation that not everyone is committed to a task” and this had prompted her to reflect on the implications of this in relation to her approach to planning for growth within her company.

On a negative note, Zuber-Skerritt (2002:119) contends that the success of an action learning initiative depends upon shared values of “collaboration, trust and openness; team spirit and mutual respect for individual differences, talents and needs; and tolerance of mistakes from which we learn”.  It is clear from the reflective section that under pressure these values were not adhered to uniformly and therefore in this respect the project failed to some extent.  One of the students considers “Our cohort came together to plan and arrange the NEW@glam event, but looking at Bion’s (1961) point further, did we actually fully undertake this task effectively?” Lessons have been learned from the pilot and in future greater emphasis will be placed on developing a shared understanding among students of the action learning and reflective practice concepts.  

Conclusions and recommendations

The discussion above demonstrates that the pilot student project was effective in providing an entrepreneurial situation through which relevant learning could occur and entrepreneurial behaviours, skills and attributes could be developed.  Both the students and the lecturing team concluded that the student project was an invaluable exercise which should be replicated in future.  However, the time commitment had been under estimated and the relevant module assessments should be adjusted accordingly.

The aim of facilitating the acceleration of competence in reflective practice among the students was also achieved; while not initially apparent during the group reflective session, the subsequent individual student assignments showed much stronger engagement with reflection and a more confident approach in applying reflective practice models.

Given that action learning combined with reflective practice proved to be a successful teaching and learning strategy, opportunities should be sought to embed the approach throughout the Masters programme.  In preparation for engagement with the approach, greater attention should be given to ensuring that students have an understanding of the principles of action learning and reflective practice and of group processes.

The emphasis on reflection, by the use of a reflective model, provided a bridge between the theoretical and practical aspects of the initiative and ensured that the action learning based approach was also an appropriate vehicle for meeting the challenge of combining theory and practice at the level of postgraduate study.   It may no longer be appropriate to place the MSc Entrepreneurship (Female Entrepreneurs) within a ‘for’ entrepreneurship category of enterprise education.  The twin aims of achieving high academic standards, engagement with theory and criticality in relation to the enterprise and entrepreneurship literature mean that it straddles both the ‘for’ and ‘about’ categorisations which supports Gibb’s (2002) earlier contention that this may be a false dichotomy.

Therefore, the pilot student project suggests that the action learning approach together with reflective practice informed by theoretical models may be a teaching approach that bridges some of the perceived dichotomies between the ‘born’ or ‘made’, ‘art’ or ‘science’, ‘for’ or ‘about’ debates within enterprise education.  This could be a useful area for more specific research both within entrepreneurship but also drawing upon the experience of other fields, for example nursing and healthcare, where theory and practice need to inform one another and similar debates have taken place. 
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