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Abstract

Entrepreneurship curricula have matured to the point of providing a sound conceptua framework to
would-be entrepreneurs. However, undergraduate students typicaly lack the experience necessary to
understand the implications of what they have learned, especidly regarding post start-up issues.
Similarly, many smdl-business owners are not prepared to ded with the problems they encounter. This
paper proposes an addition to the undergraduate entrepreneurship program that provides experience
for students while assisting businesses that are struggling with post start-up problems.

Introduction

Imagine plotting types of entrepreneuria education programs (academic and business based
economic development training program) on the product life cycle curve. It would be reasonable to
say that as a product, the academic programs may have made the trangtion from the introduction to
the growth stage, perhaps even the early stages of maturity (9). From a start of one college with one
course in 1945, to 16 schools with courses in 1970, to over 400 universties and colleges with courses
or programs in 1995 (15), entrepreneurship is no longer a newcomer to business school offerings.
Graduates of entrepreneurship programs should be prepared to start their own firms or go to work for
small or growing firmsin a productive way.

Community outreach and training are till in the introductory phase.  State policies have only
recently started to address community outreach and training, largely as a result of the Small Business
Act of 1980 (4, 6). Because smdl-busness owners often lack the forma education that business
schools provide, they have created a demand for ingtruction in smal business management. Loca
agencies provide coursesin varying formats and venues, usudly targeted to the would-be entrepreneur:
the person conddering entrepreneurship as an option to hisher current stuation. These courses often



provide assstance in writing business plans, understanding basic accounting, or obtaining startup
financing.

This paper will discuss some of the gaps in business school and community-sponsored
entrepreneurship programs and propose a course to bridge this gap.

Business School Track Record

Studies indicate that students studying entrepreneurship have a higher likelihood of starting a
business (1, 15). High profile, highly ranked MBA programs boast of increasing numbers of graduates
gtarting successful new ventures (2). A key component in MBA programs is the acceptance of students
with prior experience. Experience has long been known to be asimportant a factor as education in the
success of new ventures (3, 8, 12, 13). It would be difficult to argue that most academics believe the
purpose of education is to provide experience. Rather most college instructors see the purpose of
education as preparing students to confront unknown business Stuations by presenting broadly-
gpplicable theories and frameworks. Thisis most clearly seen isin the courses that require the writing
of abusiness plan or the strategic analysis of a business or industry.

If experience is as important as education in providing sound footing for entrepreneurship,
what opportunities do entrepreneurship programs provide for gaining experience, especidly for
traditional undergraduates who come into the program fresh out of high school? What opportunities
for post startup experience do undergraduate business programs provide for their students to gain
experience in dedling with issues criticad to sustaining a business past the startup phase? This is an
especidly difficult propostion. Business schools do provide courses that outline and discuss these
issuesin agenera way. However, students, lacking relevant experience in which to place this knowl-
edge and lacking the context of immediacy surrounding the issue, are likely to dismiss deding with
such problems as common sense or irrelevant (14). Further, when they encounter the issue later, the
general lessons they learned are unlikely to yidd detalled guidance to the specific chdlenge the
graduate is facing, partly due to context specifics and partly due to the perception of the relevance of
classroom ingtruction versus on-the-job experience.

The vaue of business school education in new venture performance beyond its startup stage
has been confined to anecdota reports from successful dumni. While business schools boast of their
graduates success at launching new ventures, there is little evidence that their courses and programs
have prepared their graduates for dealing with post-startup problems. Success beyond the startup phase
has not been examined. Collecting this data is arduous since graduates are hard to track and successis
an event that occurs over time and can be defined in differing ways. Due to the difficulty of collecting
information on long-term new venture successes, schools often rely on feedback from aumni, boards
of advisors, and employers about the extent to which their sudents have been successful as employees
in smal and growing businesses. In thisarea, business schools are recelving critical feedback, including
the Porter and McKibbin (10) report calling for more cross-functional teaching and integrating across
disciplines within the business school. Thus, at least for undergraduates, it is not clear that business
schools are preparing their students in a way that enables them to tackle practica, dailly busness
problems.



Community Training Programs

People who enroll in training programs and seminars are either contemplating Starting a
business or experiencing post startup problems that threaten the firm's viability. Program participants
vary in the degree to which they can deal with the issues that they confront as well asthe severity of the
issue that prompted them to enroll. Typicaly, smal-business owners will take a class that deds with a
specific problem (bookkeeping) but fals short in providing an understanding of how it fit into the
overdl business picture (e.g., cash flow management). Smal-business owners are often reluctant to
participate in the courses offered by locad colleges and university because of time condrants,
scheduling congtraints and their perceptions that schools teach theories and frameworks which will not
be useful to them in solving their pecific needs.

When business owners do seek help through programs offered by community organizations,
they find mostly time management and financing courses. Few courses ded with how to manage the
business--g&ffing, training, compensating, rewarding, etc., yet research indicates that problemsin these
operationd planning areas are a primary cause of business falure (5). Further, business owners often
take courses in a piecemed fashion. Taking a course to get “necessary information” (training) is
perceived as superior to taking a course to “educate” themselves when time is their greatest asset.
Thereis not enough time to stop and “build up” necessary skills as the business grows, just keeping up
is al they can often manage. Such a strategy promotes “muddling along” to learn as they go. This
leads to the problem that the information they need is not often available in aformat that supports their
management requirements.  Further, the entrepreneur is so busy staying on top of customer
requirements he/she may not see the consequences leading to the “ crisis management situation.” While
an objective viewer may natice its developing momentum, especialy if placed in the postion of critical
observer or consultant, few small-business owners can afford the services of an unbiased observer or
trained consultant.

As businesses develop, owners often seek advice and assgtance from family, friends, or other
business owners, rather than academic experts (7). Business owners may identify other contacts who
will recommend an expert. This strategy may not be the most pertinent, productive, or timely. While
the referrd process may hinge on the smilarities between the business “problem” and the “expert’s’
credentids, this word-of-mouth contact may not be the best source of information. Academic contacts
are often not initidly identified as a source of advice, because they are perceived as too “academicaly
oriented” versus “practicad”. This view is perpetuated by new hires lack of expertise or from the
owner’ s previous classroom experiences.

There are many Small Business Development Center programs designed to increase successful
dartup strategies as a result of the 1980 Small Business Act. Some dtates are developing a second
level of assstance to help existing businesses develop plans to strengthen market position and leverage.

Many states dso provide hotlines where businesses can make a cadl to find out which office to get
necessary information. Other states are focusing on incubator programs where businesses can facilitate
each other’s growth by mentoring, sharing work opportunities and bartering to support business
surviva requirements.  However, these programs are generic in nature and intended to respond to
broad issues germane to most businesses and ddlivered over extended periods of time (10-15 weeks) in
an attempt to meet the needs of dl participantsin the program.



The following Stuation seems to exist: Students have time to think about the theories, but do
not have a place to apply them. Business owners have the place to apply the theories, but no time to
think about them. The question then becomes. how can these two groups be brought together in a
synergistic way?

Current Business School Solutions

Mogt entrepreneurship courses use a combination of concepts and andlyss so that students can
understand the issues involved in (starting and) running a business. Beyond textbook information and
gpplication exercises, ingdructors try to bring redity to the classsoom in a number of ways. case
dudies, field studies, and traditional new venture business plans.

Case studies attempt to bring redlity into the classroom by providing students with enough
information about a company to diagnose and propose solutions to specific problems. The professor
can select case studies that highlight specific concepts, problems, or industry groups, depending on the
nature of the course or the importance (or exemplification) of specific business concepts. However, the
case study limits the student’s involvement to secondary-source information only. For this reason,
many professors use business plans and field studies to supplement case studies so that students can (1)
gather primary data and (2) focus the choice of company or industry with career planning in mind.

The comprehensive field study enables students to observe manageria processes in a going
concern. One clear advantage over the case study is that students gather data and observe market
influences themsdves. Unfortunately, students are not trained ethnographers and rarely verify or test
the information they collect. The owner’s point of view and officia company documents are rarely
questioned. Since the focus of the traditiond field study is strategic, students rarely look for or focus
on operationad issues. Revenue and expense information is usudly given in aggregate form which
limits the sudent’s understanding of the revenue fluctuations that can devastate a business. Our
experience with field sudies indicates that students rarely probe or investigate suspicious information,
for fear of dienating the busness owner (or manager). Specific problems are easily overlooked (or
hidden from view), resulting in a cursory strategic analyss. The main limitation of the field study may,
in fact, be the emphasis on the total company, which is admittedly ambitious for a single-semester
project.

Like the comprehensive field study, the traditional business plan examines the total enterprise.
Like the case study, however, the student is not involved in the observation or collection of primary
information. The business plan is largely atheoretical exercise, Snce it rarely contains verifigble finan-
cid or market information. Instead it relies on generdizable gpproximations for expenses (snce actua
gte and utility expenses are rardly known), wishful demand projections (Snce no actua sdes have yet
taken place), and optimistic personnd planning (which assumes that employees are available,
dependable, and predictable). Problemsthat have not yet occurred are seldom anticipated.



A New Look at Undergraduate Entrepreneurship Education:
The On-Site Problem-Directed Project

Our proposed course project differs from the traditional business plan or field study in that it
(2) focuses on an identifiable problem area of abusness and (2) provides for the implementation of the
students' recommendationsin the actua business.

The proposed modd matches students with smal businesses in the community. In this sense, it
isafied study. However, the task for the students is not to analyze the company’s strategic direction
or report on the manageria or operational processes within the company. Rather, this project requires
that students target one specific problem area, e.g., sales promotion, cash flow, recruiting and hiring,
compensation, performance and motivation, expansion financing, relocation.

The student’s task is to (1) diagnose the problem area, (2) propose a course of action to
resolve or address the problem, (3) participate in the implementation of the plan, and (4) evaluate the
results.

The first part, problem diagnosis, may be a directive on the part of the actua business owner
(as part of his’hher consent to provide access to the student). On the other hand, the business owner
may be dightly or not a dl aware of the symptoms of a problem, in which case the students would
diagnose it for the owner.

The second part involves recommending a plan of action for the company. Like the business
plan and comprehensive fied study, this must be done within the context of the industry and business
parameters. For example, a compensation proposa would take into account conventional industry
practices and standards, demographics and employment demand within the relevant geographica area,
company financid position, and internd equity issues. An added complexity is the owner’s philosophy
and commitment to change, which must be addressed if the plan is to be implemented.

The third part of this project is the most distinctive: it provides for the students to be actively
involved with the implementation of their plan. This places the students in the unique position of being
able to observe (and perhaps direct) actua changesin company procedures or processes.

Thefina stage of this project provides for an evauation of the plan asimplemented. Whilethe
typica business plan or field sudy requires atheoretica judtification for the plan, and, in some cases, a
contingency plan, in this project, the students can observe first-hand whether their suggestions had a
positive--or negative--impact and, in some cases, be involved in second-stage or corrective action.

One obvious caution in indituting this project is the limitation of the students. Since
undergraduate students rarely have hands-on experience, their proposas may be ill-advised. There is
more at stake here than the students grade if a poorly-thought-out plan is implemented. For this
reason, we suggest that these projects be done in student groups, rather than individualy. Another risk
to this project, as with any field study, is the availability and cooperativeness of the loca busnesses. In
addition, like the fidd study or business plan, this project may suffer from the condraints of the
semeder system, dnce the effects of any dgnificant change may be unobservable within the time



avalable,

Admittedly, a drawback of this project is the focus of the students attention to one problem
area while excluding other operational issues that may be more critical to their future career choice.
For this reason we suggest that students share their experiences with each other in a presentation of
their project to the class asawhole.

If students intend to start and run their own businesses, there is no substitute for hands-on
experience. However, it is unredistic to suggest that we provide mentors for each student who wishes
to start his’her business to minimize the risk of falure, nor is it redigtic to expect that the university
community provide free expert consultation for their busnesses. This project marries these two
objectives. (1) providing students with experience in addressing a red operationd problem in a smal
business and (2) providing outreach and assstance to smal business ownersin the community.

References

[1] Brown, R. The graduate enterprise programme: Attempts to measure the effectiveness of small
businesstraining. British Journal of Education and Work, 8, No. 1 (1995), 27-37

[2] Cdlan, K. and Warshaw, M. The 25 best business schools for entrepreneurs.  Success, 42, No. 7
(1995), 37-49.

[3] Chambers, B.R., Hart, S.L., Dennison, D.R. Founding team experience and new firm performance.
In B. Kirchhoff, W.H. Long, W.E. McMillan, K.H. Vesper and W.E. Wetzd, J. (Eds) Frontiers of
Entrepreneurship Research (Weledey, Mass. Babson College. 1988).

[4] Eisnger, P. K. The Rise of the Entrepreneurial State: State and Local Developments in the United
States. (Univergty of Madison Press, Madison, Wis., 1988).

[5] Gaill, L. R., Van Auken, H. E., and Manning, R. A. A factor analytic sudy of the perceived
causes of smdl busness falure. Journal of Small Business Management 31, No. 4 (October 1993),
18-31.

[6] Grant, D. S., Wdlace, M., and Fitney, W. D. Measuring Sae-leve economic development
programs, 1970-1992. Economic Development Quarterly, 9, No. 2 (May 1995), 134-145.

[7] Hatman, E. A., Tower, C. B, and Sebora, T. C. Information sources and ther relationship to
organizationd innovation in small busness. Journal of Small Business Management 32, No. 1
(January 1994), 36-42.

[8] Krueger, N. F, J., and Brazeal, D. V. Entrepreneurid potential and potential entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice 18, No. 3 (Spring 1994), 91-104.

[9] Leonhardt, D. Class actsin the ivy-covered hdls. Business Week (December 16, 1996), ENT 18-
22.



[10] Porter, L. and McKibbin, L. Management education and development: Drift or thrust into the
21st century? (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1988).

[11] Starr, J. A., and Fondas, N. A model of entrepreneuria socidization and organization formation.
Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice 16, No. 2 (Fal 1992), 67-76.

[12] Stuart, RW. and Abetti, PA. Fedd study of technica ventures, part 1ll: The impact of
entrepreneurial and management experience on early performance. In B. Kirchhoff, W.H. Long, W.E.
McMillan, K.H. Vesper and W.E. Wetzd, J. (Eds), Frontiers of Entrepreneurship Research
(Welledey, Mass: Babson College, 1988).

[13] Stuart, RW. and Abetti, PA. Impact of entrepreneurid and management experience on early
performance. Journal of Business \Venturing, 5, No. 3 (May 1990), 151-162.

[14] Taylor, G. S, and Banks, M. C. Entrepreneurs, smal business executives, and large business
executives: A comparison of the perceived important of current business issues. Journal of Small
Business Management, 30, No. 4 (October 1992), 24-40.

[15] Vesper, K.H. and Gartner, W.B. Measuring progress in entrepreneurship education.  Peaper
presented at the Nationa Academy of Management Association Meeting. (Cincinnati, Ohio, August 9
-14, 1996).



