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Abstract
This article examines the experiences of the educator as a key actor in entrepreneur-
ship education. Since the 1990s, the education sector has been called upon to create 
more ‘entrepreneurs’ to find solutions to global problems leading to entrepreneur-
ship education. The educator is a key participant in the process of entrepreneurship 
education, but too little is known or understood about their experiences. Employing 
an interpretative phenomenological approach with ten UK-based higher education 
entrepreneurship education educators, this article sheds light on their experiences. 
The article concludes by proposing a conceptual model of the essence of entrepre-
neurship education educators’ experiences which identifies shared values, multiple 
identities and innovative practices. It finds something personal and inherently ‘good’ 
about entrepreneurship education, beyond the knowledge of entrepreneurship, which 
attracts certain educators. These educators are found to be entrepreneurial with a 
need for change, distinctiveness and action which at times can lead to marginali-
sation from the traditional educational establishment. They are found to be highly 
efficacious entrepreneurial employees (Lackéus  et al., Bacigalupo (ed) The entre-
preneurial employee in the public and private sector—what, why, how. Publications 
Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020) and, it is argued, could act as 
significant enablers for wider educational systems change required to respond to the 
challenges of COVID-19 (WHO in Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, 
2020. https ://www.who.int/emerg encie s/disea ses/novel -coron aviru s-2019).
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Introduction

The globally influential Handbook of Entrepreneurship Research describes an 
‘upending’ in the understanding of entrepreneurship in the twenty-first century 
with entrepreneurship now being widely recognised as the driver of global eco-
nomic and social development (Acs and Audretsch 2001, 2010, p. 1). For more 
than 20 years, the education sector has been called upon to embed entrepreneur-
ship education. Initially with the aim to encourage new ventures by creating more 
‘entrepreneurs’ and latterly, there has been a move towards enterprise education, 
particularly in Europe, to develop graduates’ broader enterprising competencies 
in order that they are better able to find innovative solutions to societal problems 
and jobs in the dynamic world of work.

Particularly over the last decade, policy makers (EC 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 
2011a, b, 2013, 2014a, b, 2015a, b, 2016, 2020), academic institutions (QAA 2012, 
2014, 2018; Kauffman 2015) and economic stakeholders (WEF 2011, BIS 2014, 
World Bank 2014) agree that creating more graduates able to think and act entre-
preneurially is a worthwhile ambition. The enduring attraction of entrepreneurship 
to society being ‘the entrepreneur’s value creation capability towards citizens of the 
world’ Lackéus (2019, p. 282). Lackéus noted that ‘making sure that educational 
institutions inculcate those competencies that society needs is arguably as much of 
an educational policy issue as an economic policy issue’ (2019, p. 282).

The impact of the global financial crisis (2007–2008) caused many in aca-
demia to (re)consider their role in entrepreneurship. Rae (2010) was clear that the 
choices educators make when explaining enterprise have consequences which can 
perpetuate a simplified ‘old view’ of entrepreneurship which is often character-
ised by individualism, exploitation and aggressive attributes fuelled by debt (Rae 
2010, p. 599). Rae (2010) recommended a more balanced, socially responsible 
and critical academic stance for entrepreneurship education, which has the poten-
tial to create social good with educators having a major but not exclusive role 
in this process. Lackéus (2019) argued that adding societal purposes can help to 
stop a ‘definitional dilution’ of enterprise education.

Entrepreneurship education as a discipline is still considered to be at an early 
stage of development, regarded by some as confusing or marginal, with work 
needed to make it more effective and available (Lackéus 2015) though expecta-
tions of what entrepreneurship education can achieve ‘may have spiralled beyond 
what is both realistic and possible’ (Henry 2013, p. 836).

The impact of the COVID-19 crisis (World Health Organisation 2020) is causing 
a reimagining of education with calls for radical reviews of access, curriculum and 
learning and teaching approaches (Peters et al. 2020; RSE 2020). Entrepreneurship 
is considered a vital part of the recovery of the global economy from the impact 
of COVID-19 (Bhatia and Levina 2020), and entrepreneurship educators are facing 
increasing expectations to swiftly adapt their programmes and approaches to sup-
port enhanced entrepreneurship skills development often through, for example, the 
incorporation of enhanced technology usage to create experiential entrepreneurial 
learning environments that support social distancing requirements (Ratten 2020).



313

1 3

Entrepreneurship Education (2020) 3:311–338 

The educator is a key actor in this dynamic, but research so far has largely neglected 
the experiences of educators working in this field and this research study aims to 
address this gap.

Definitions

Understanding the concepts relating to enterprise and entrepreneurship is necessary to 
research practice within entrepreneurship education. Varied definitions have been pro-
posed with different perspectives with no consensus yet reached (Lepistö and Ronkko 
2013). Entrepreneurship education research is considered highly fragmented (Fayolle 
2013), and entrepreneurship education is ‘still claiming its autonomy’ (Jones et  al. 
2014, p. 765). This research focuses on the experience of educators working in this 
arguably unclear environment.

Two of the most frequently used terms in this area are enterprise education and 
entrepreneurship education. The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 
(QAA 2018) defines enterprise education as ‘the generation and application of ideas, 
which are set within practical situations during a project or undertaking. This is a 
generic concept that can be applied across all areas of education and professional life. It 
combines creativity, originality, initiative, idea generation, design thinking, adaptabil-
ity and reflexivity with problem identification, problem solving, innovation, expression, 
communication and practical action’ (2018, p.7) and entrepreneurship education as a 
process of ‘application of enterprise behaviours, attributes and competencies into the 
creation of cultural, social or economic value’ (QAA 2018, p. 7). The definitions and 
mix of teaching approaches associated with each are often used interchangeably and 
not explicitly labelled, adding to an uncertainty and lack of accepted common purpose.

Entrepreneurship education is problematic for many teachers due to its connota-
tions of selfishness, commercialism and capitalism. Enterprise education suffers 
from definitional vagueness, fuzziness and weak effects on students. The result-
ing situation is a dilemma where many teachers are caught between two inappro-
priate alternatives (Lackéus 2019, p. 273).

The focus of this research is the ‘life world’ (Gibb 2002) of an educator working in 
this arguably unclear environment, as such all experiences whether defined as entre-
preneurship or enterprise education (or a derivative thereof) are considered within 
scope. Unless relating to a specific approach, the term entrepreneurship education (EE) 
will henceforth be used to cover the range of professional practice evidenced in this 
research.
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Review of Literature

What does entrepreneurship education involve?

EE can be broadly categorised as focusing on four main learning approaches, 
‘about’, ‘for’, ‘through’ and ‘embedded’ entrepreneurship (Gibb 2009; Heinonen 
and Hytti 2010; Pittaway and Edwards 2012; Lackéus 2015). These four distinct 
teaching approaches typically considered under the umbrella term of EE comprise:

• A first approach, often referred to as a traditional ‘business school’ model, is 
to develop knowledge and understanding ‘about’ entrepreneurship; generally, 
this is in relation to the theories and concepts of business development and 
new venture creation (Lackéus 2015)

• A second approach surrounds the development of skills ‘for’ entrepreneurship 
such as skills to pitch for investment funds or enhance networking capacity 
from which to start a business or establish a social enterprise project

• A third approach is learning ‘through’ entrepreneurship, often using experi-
ential education techniques such as undertaking a volunteering role or consul-
tancy project with a small- or medium-sized business (SME), and

• A fourth approach (which can be present in each of the previous types) relates 
to the embedding of EE within core curriculum activity, which may not be 
explicitly referred to as EE for the student (Gibb 2002; Pittaway and Cope 
2007). This method expects a purposeful process to inculcate entrepreneurial 
values and learning within generic subject learning outcomes and an adjust-
ment to the teaching and learning strategy in order to develop the entrepre-
neurial competencies of students.

EE is perceived as supporting students with the knowledge to start their own 
business (the first typology), but also ‘through’ participating in EE, students are 
deemed to build their capacities to develop higher aspirations for their life (as 
described in typologies 2–4 above) (EC 2015a, p. 7). Current EE policy dis-
course tends to place a higher value on EE designed to offer experiences to learn 
‘through’ entrepreneurship and encouraging EE to be ‘embedded’ across all aca-
demic levels of the system (EC 2006–2018; QAA 2012; BIS 2014; QAA 2018). 
However, Pittaway and Edwards (2012) found that:

Despite a widespread desire to promote and develop innovative forms of entre-
preneurship education it is evident [from their research] that current educa-
tional practice remains fairly traditional” (Pittaway and Edwards 2012, p. 792).

By using the term ‘traditional’ here, Pittaway and Edwards (2012) are referring 
to the continued dominance of education ‘about’ entrepreneurship (the first typol-
ogy explained above). An educator who identifies themselves as working within 
the field of EE may be involved in one or more of these typologies of EE.

The literature shows that these four approaches, often all defined under the 
umbrella definition of EE, are based on quite different conceptual understandings 
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and teaching philosophies and are experienced differently by both educators and 
learners though there is limited research available to explain the impact of this 
diversity.

Teaching and learning approaches

This article doesn’t aim to provide a comprehensive review of what constitutes effec-
tive teaching approaches for EE, this has been done in many contexts (see Henry 
and Lewis 2018), but rather to highlight key approaches specifically linked to EE 
which have support in the education community.

Experiential learning started to become central to progressive educational move-
ments (such as EE) in the late twentieth century (Hagg and Kurczewska 2016). 
There are numerous teaching approaches which utilises experience, such as experi-
ential learning (Dewey 1938; Garrison et al. 2012; Lewin 1946; Piaget 1972; Kolb 
1984; Pittaway and Cope 2007; Hagg and Kurczewska 2016), existential learning 
(Jarvis 2006; Walters 2008; Robinson et al. 2016), authentic learning (Carlson 2002; 
Lombardi 2007; Fook and Sidhu 2010; Macht and Ball 2016) and creative/design 
learning (Brown 2008; Craft 2011; Penaluna and Penaluna 2009; Tanggaard 2014). 
These approaches are said to support the development of attributes of creativity, 
resilience, self-efficacy and appear well suited to the discipline of EE. These experi-
ential methods are each also said to support the ability to cope with risk and failure 
(Duening 2010; Kyrö 2015) though there appears less evidence to confirm this.

Teaching and learning approaches which support the learner to develop their cog-
nitive approaches to learning are also prominent within the EE literature. Methods 
found to support entrepreneurial learning include heuristics (Holcomb 2009; Powi-
etrzynska et  al. 2015); effectuation-logic (Sarasvathy and Venkataraman 2011); 
emotional intelligence (Welpe et  al. 20121; Maguire et  al. 2017); metacognition 
(Vanhear 2013); enhancing self-efficacy (Bandura 1977; Caird and Johnson 1988; 
Lucas and Cooper 2004); and social constructivism/scaffolding (Vygotsky 1929, 
1978). Used effectively these methods have support amongst many in the EE aca-
demic community though some concerns are raised about how well the system sup-
ports students to cope with such personal and active methods (Kember 2009). There 
is general consensus in the literature regarding the need for more evidence to show 
which teaching approaches are most effective and of the impact of these in the con-
text of EE (Rideout and Gray 2013).

Entrepreneurial attributes and practices

This article does not set out to provide a comprehensive review of what constitutes 
entrepreneurial attributes or practices as this has been done in many contexts (see 
Acs and Audretsch 2010). The literature was reviewed to explore attributes consid-
ered entrepreneurial which are being linked to EE and found: creativity (Ward 2004; 
Dunham and Venkataraman 2006; Krueger and Day 2010); resilience and self-effi-
cacy (Bandura 1977; Lucas and Cooper 2004; Dweck 2007; Moltz 2008; Duening 
2010; Prodon and Drnovsek 2010); need for achievement (McClelland 1965; Miner 
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1990; Stewart and Roth 2007); effectual thinking (Sarasvathy 2001, 2009; Saras-
vathy and Venkataraman 2011); and bricolage (Levi-Strauss 1967; Desa and Basu 
2013; Welter et al. 2016). There was less evidence found to support a special ability 
to spot opportunities (Shapero 1975; Zahra et al. 2009) or cope with risk and failure 
(Cacciotti et al. 2016), but these attributes are found to be established within policy 
(QAA 2012; EC 2015a, b) and the popular media narrative and may differ in differ-
ent cultural settings.

Learning gained from the review of literature helped to assess the data captured 
from the educators, to better understand, what entrepreneurial attributes they were 
trying to develop in their students, what attributes they appeared themselves to dis-
play and their EE teaching philosophy and experiences. The findings are presented 
in the study results.

Research methodology

Given the nature of the processes and people being studied—to understand the 
holistic experience of being an educator working in UK HE EE—an interpretative 
phenomenological approach (IPA) (Heidegger 1927; Schleiermacher 1998; Smith 
et al. 2009; Smith 2013) was considered most effective. The IPA methodology sup-
ported the capture of substantial rich data from each educator’s perspective and how 
they approach and experience the emerging phenomena of EE within their context.

Sadala and Adorno (2002) recognised the developing picture of research as an 
advantage of a phenomenological approach which could reveal new meaning via the 
convergence of perspectives:

One could say that a phenomenon is never seen in its totality, because this 
would be an abstraction; the convergence of several perspectives, however, 
leads us to perceive a phenomenon’s structure (Sadala and Adorno 2002, p. 
287).

Criticisms of the IPA method are that it can lead to so much collected data and it 
can be difficult to effectively analyse to identify insights and emerging themes. To 
balance these concerns, a sample size of 10 educators was considered appropriate: 
2 educators as pilot participants [identified as PP1 and PP2] (both met the approved 
research criteria) and a further 8 educators were included from across the UK [iden-
tified as P1–P8].

With such a small sample, random sampling wasn’t considered valid, but 
rather to look purposively within the research study characteristics to define a 
group for whom the research area will be of significance (Chapman and Smith 
2002). Patton suggests ‘the overall aim of purposive, as opposed to probability, 
sampling is to include information-rich cases for in-depth study’ (1990, p. 182) 
as cited in Green and Thorogood (2014, p. 122). In this study the sample criteria 
included employed in HE curriculum delivery involving EE; taught for at least 
5 years; mixture of business school and non-business school participants; mix of 
job roles; gender mix (40% men to 60% women (considered a comparable spread 
with available data of participants in UK EE)); representative UK geographical 
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profile; mix of university research focussed profiles; and that the employing uni-
versity was a member of a UK-based entrepreneurship-related support organisa-
tion (anticipated relevance).

From the outset, throughout the interviewing process the approach was phenome-
nological, creating an atmosphere of open dialogue which was unrestricted and reac-
tive rather than following a list of set questions with the interviewee able to direct 
the conversation. This resulted in significant, diverse and rich personal data being 
captured for all 10 participants (Langston 2018).

As the pursuit of ‘Theory’ isn’t the prime objective of an IPA study the researcher 
was careful to avoid any tendency towards ‘narrative smoothing’ (Clandinin and 
Connelly 2000), which may potentially take place in order to ‘fit’ varied qualitative 
data to a particular theory or construct. The researcher found that the varied prac-
tices of educators working in EE captured through the interviews painted a picture 
of diversity which was important to capture.

The collected data were transcribed in full and uploaded into the NVivo quali-
tative data analysis software. The data were interrogated, actively read and re-
read many times (Moustakas 1994; Smith et al. 2009) to find emerging themes as 
‘essences’ of the experiences shared. The researcher approached this with an open 
mind, not looking for lists of expected topics but rather searching for the essence of 
the experiences. This process led to unexpected new themes then being researched 
in the literature to better understand the concepts and themes emerging.

Finlay (2012) says that ‘phenomenological writing needs to describe, and 
describe well’ (2012, p. 190). Many writers argue this requires use of quotations to 
exemplify particular points to bring the phenomenon to life for the reader (Finlay 
2012, p. 191; Smith et al. 2009). Brief extracts of the voice of each educator have 
been included within the results section below to help evoke the life world of educa-
tors working in EE for the reader (Finlay 2012).

Study results

The study results are based on a series of in-depth IPA interviews with 10 educa-
tors working in UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the field of EE. Despite 
being in different regions of the UK, different HEIs, in different roles and subject 
faculties the similarity of experiences, beliefs and philosophical choices being made 
by this small group of 10 educators within the emerging phenomenon of EE was 
found to be considerable. Particularly with respect to what they appear to think and 
care most about (values), how they see themselves (identities) and in what they do 
(learning and teaching practices).

The convergence of these complex themes has informed the development of a 
proposed simplified conceptual model to represent these essences as a starting point 
for further exploration. The model brings together the values (centre circle), iden-
tities (middle circle) and practices (outer circle). A summary of the study results 
(including illustrative extracts of educator voices) is set out below within the frame-
work categories of values, identities and practices.
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Values

Throughout the interviews, the educators discussed what they value and consider 
important regarding their experiences as educators working in EE (Fig. 1). An edu-
cator’s personal values and beliefs can influence how they personally behave and 
how they design learning opportunities (Palmer 1997).

Reimagined futures

The study found all the educators profess a high level of personal engagement 
in the values of socially responsible entrepreneurship and of its future potential 
benefits for their students and global communities. The analysis suggests there is 

Fig. 1  Proposed conceptual model: ‘the essence of being an entrepreneurial educator’



319

1 3

Entrepreneurship Education (2020) 3:311–338 

something more personal and multi-faceted about working in the field of EE than 
can be explained solely by business and entrepreneurship influences. It is argued 
there may be something distinctive about the educators which attracts them to the 
area of enterprise and entrepreneurship, to believe so passionately in it.

P3 I feel that as educators we have a responsibility to educate students that entrepre-
neurship is not solely about venture creation and capitalist gain. That entrepreneurial 
skills can be and should be used to the benefit of society.

All the educators appear to consider their role involves helping to identify and 
foster future-possibilities and opportunities for their students, colleagues, indus-
tries and wider society often through addressing real-world problems.

P6 It opens up scope to the possibilities of them engaging in new venturing but also 
being much more meaningful in terms of their contribution to the development of 
existing enterprises, whether they’re commercially or socially driven. It widens the 
prospects of people’s thinking, considering other people’s thinking socially and cul-
turally. I actually think it’s a revolution potentially.

It is also worthy of note that there were similar considerations some 
10–15 years ago in early research relating to the discipline of environmental and 
sustainability education which posited that there appeared to be particular attrib-
utes of educators which tied them to the natural world and that these influences 
were deemed more complex than purely academic or interpersonal influences 
(Hart 2008, p. 208; Hwang 2008).

These considerations resonate closely to the discipline of EE, where the educa-
tors consistently demonstrate a passion or commitment to the discipline which 
seems more personal than of pure academic interest. Some educators recognise 
that in a research focussed university this focus may offer less career advance-
ment than a more typical research focus.

P5 I know that my focus on my students is costly career wise cos while you’re 
teaching, you’re not researching.

Four of the 10 participants explicitly identify that their work, how it is sup-
ported and sometimes funded, is directly linked to whether senior management 
at the HEI sees EE as a priority, and this can shift in relation to available fund-
ing. From the terms used in the following extracts, the vexations are apparent: 
‘frustrations’ [P1] linked to whether EE is ‘popular other times unpopular’ [P1]; 
‘shifting priorities’ [P2]; and the glimpsing of ‘false summits’ [P3]:

P2 I’m used to enterprise being a moving, a shifting priority at strategic level within 
the university.
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The literature identified how contextual influences (economic and political driv-
ers in particular) had led to EU-wide HE policy reform and an increasing expecta-
tion of creating more ‘Entrepreneurial Universities’ (Mason 2014). All the HEIs in 
which the educators worked had ‘bought in’ at some level to the EE agenda (argu-
ably evident by having these educators working in the EE area). However, it was 
perhaps surprising that, given their direct roles within EE, 5 out of the 10 educators 
have experienced negativity and/or ‘blocking’ to the EE agenda by senior manage-
ment, illustrated by a range of examples from direct blocking of proposed changes 
[PP1], to a lack of understanding of what the EE entails [P3] and to insufficient 
funding to take the approved agenda forward [P8]. The data gathered evidenced gen-
eral frustrations that the EE agenda tends to go ‘in and out of fashion’ and is particu-
larly vulnerable to changing champions amongst senior managers which can impede 
long-term progress.

Student‑centred

Many of the educators describe developing deep bonds with their students which 
some define as friendships/sibling like. This wasn’t unexpected as educators are 
by their profession focussed on their students but what is perhaps surprising, is the 
depth of concern and relationships described, with many sharing their approach 
as being ‘at one with their students’ [P3] and of ‘learning alongside them’[PP2]. 
Many are clearly frustrated (and some despair) [P3, P4 and P6], that such emotional 
engagement with learners is not considered ‘normal’ academic behaviour.

P3 That’s the relationship that I tend to build up with the students […] it’s more of 
a sort of you know big brother type of guidance […] but I feel very, very proud of 
them and that’s something that I don’t see necessarily with other academics.

Some may argue they act as existential educators. Merriam et al. (2007) explained 
that a key requirement of being an existential educator was a ‘willingness to give of 
self’ (2007, p. 156) through mutual relating. This was found with the majority of the 
educators researched.

P6 I am saying when I am talking to you all or 30 in the room, I am actually speak-
ing to each one of you individually, so that you yourself explore as I do.

This high level of engagement with students’ emotional and personal develop-
ment appears to be an instinctive attribute of the educators studied, it is ‘who they 
are’ and ‘how they normally behave’.

P5 I knew them so well cos you know when you teach entrepreneurship subjects 
you tend to have different conversations with them. […] you have eye contact with 
everybody, you know their names, you know when they’re struggling. So, my per-
sonal…my being personal style suits that context.
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Authenticity

The philosophy of authenticity underpins many approaches to EE (Macht and 
Ball 2016) specifically within experiential learning. Authentic learning is said to 
help increase the self-efficacy of learners through their active engagement in an 
authentic ‘industry-type’ environment which facilitates the learners to become 
recognised members in the relevant community of practice (Lombardi 2007). 
Creating authentic learning experiences which would be of real value to learners 
was found to be important to the educators studied.

P1 I[…] have a local business […] introduce a problem, I […] get the students to 
respond to the [VLE] each week over a 4 week period, doing some work on that case 
study, coming up with some suggestions, contacting the business for more informa-
tion and going on building the case that way.

Authenticity is highly personal, and the educators were very aware that it was 
important that the students, and not the educators, perceive the educational activi-
ties they engage with to be ‘real’ (Fook and Sidhu 2010, p. 159; Macht and Ball 
2016, p. 930).

P1 it’s like all adult education, it has to be purposeful and relevant and if entrepre-
neurship and this idea of being entrepreneurial and being involved in markets and 
being involved in trades, if that’s not part of your identity or your professional iden-
tity then it becomes really meaningless.

Effectuation

The value of effectuation and of being an effectual educator with a strong sense 
of agency and creative purpose emerged as prominent in the educators researched 
(Fig. 1). They were keen to trial new ideas and actively harness a wide range of 
formal and informal resources and approaches to implement EE. There is an evi-
dence research base (Sarasvathy 2001, 2009; Sarasvathy and Venkataraman 2011; 
Reymen et al. 2015) to illustrate the influence of effectual thinking within entre-
preneurial behaviour. Amongst the majority of the educators, there was found to 
be evidence of such effectual approaches being adopted through, for example, 
active collaboration and networking to garner resources [PP2] and encouraging 
their students to do so, an emphasis on ‘making things happen’ [P2] with the 
resources available, and making it their business to ‘know what’s going on’ [P2, 
P4 and P6].

P4 People say to me all of the time you know you’re the perfect person to start a 
business why haven’t you started a business and I say oh I do run a business it’s my 
job […] I have a line manager but I own everything that I do, I create everything that 
I do, I find the money for things that I do, I negotiate with people all of the time.
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In summary, the data gathered indicate that all the educators appear to share 
deeply held values about the positive potential of EE for their students, which 
they consider needs to be implemented in a very student-centred way through 
their professional practice. All of the educators appear to align to social construc-
tivist ideologies (Vygotsky 1929, 1978) and practices through creating entrepre-
neurially authentic learning environments (often using technology) and working 
and facilitating alongside their learners, with many developing deeper bonds, 
which some describe as friendship/sibling type. The educators express concerns 
about the need for socially responsible EE and many consider they have a per-
sonal responsibility to promote and facilitate this through their professional prac-
tice. There appears to be something more personal and multi-faceted about work-
ing in the field of EE that appeals to these educators than can be explained solely 
by an interest in business and entrepreneurship.

P6’s comment below reveals his philosophy, which at some level the researcher 
became aware of in all the educators interviewed, though not always expressed 
with such passion.

P6 I want it to be transformational, I want them to get to the end of the programme 
and say holy god that was brilliant, I’m different, I feel different, I want to do more, I 
can’t believe this was me.

Identity

The importance of personal and professional identity is a key finding of this 
research study, the educators recognising themselves primarily as entrepreneurial, 
unique, distinctive and non-traditional educators often identified as a friend or 
facilitator to their students (rather than the perceived more formal teacher/stu-
dent) (Fig. 1).

An entrepreneurial educator

The results of the study found the majority of the educators’ attitudes and behav-
iours reveal examples of entrepreneurial attributes, of: high levels of creativity 
orientation; opportunity awareness; comfort with risk and ambiguity; resilience 
and use of effectuation approaches. The majority (7 out of 10) of the educators 
prominently display a high level of creativity with a consequence that they have 
a propensity for new ideas, some may be disruptive [PP2, P4 and P6] and most 
have a ‘need to’ regularly change and find new challenges.

P8 I do see it quite a lot across the faculty where staff…they struggle cos they […] 
just don’t get it, that being more creative could actually enrich the development of 
[…] skills, attributes and […] the capabilities of the students.
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Risk is an important theme for the majority of educators, whether in their own 
propensity to take and manage risk, and also to educate students in the language and 
reality of risk, often through the context of coping with ambiguity.

All the educators indicate a self-efficacy to drive action and the majority (8 out 
of 10 participants) prominently expose the characteristics of being able to deal 
with, and ‘bounce-back’ from, disappointment and failure (often illustrated through 
examples of poorly received or experimental EE experiences). A smaller number 
of the educators appear to constantly seek new challenges and tasks. These attrib-
utes appear to be very prominent within the described experiences and responses to 
experiences.

PP2 everybody said you can’t do it, you can’t set something up virtual in this space 
and, we didn’t listen we just kept going.

All present as a highly entrepreneurial group of individuals, keen to nurture and 
utilise their personal experiences, resources and contacts through persuasion and 
collaboration in order to make things happen within their HEI, attitudes and behav-
iours which fits well with the concept of effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001) and brico-
lage (Baker and Melson 2005). It was found that this attitude prevails amongst the 
educators, with the majority going beyond their expected job role to ‘make things 
happen’, using their contacts and through the creative harnessing of resources.

P7 universities are terrible at making things work, so she [entrepreneur] still can’t 
access our […] So we had to find a way […]

In 2011 Gibb reviewed how education could move from entrepreneurial concepts 
into educational practice and concluded that:

the practice and development of entrepreneurial behaviours is arguably there-
fore a core competence for entrepreneurship educators (Gibb 2011, p. 149).

This study has found this to be the case in practice, with these educators working 
the field of EE demonstrating many entrepreneurial behaviours.

Entrepreneurship experience

Shulman and Shulman (2004) developed an influential model of teacher develop-
ment noting that teachers need to be able to integrate vision, motivation and under-
standing into their professional practice. There is an ongoing narrative in the media 
and in the education press that work experience should be a job pre-requisite (and 
part of ongoing professional learning) for all academics (Eder 2016; Chan 2018) to 
ensure that academics understand in practice, how to best prepare their students for 
the realities of industry and of our rapidly changing global economy. In the field of 
EE, there has been an ongoing discussion as to whether an educator needs to have 
practical experience of entrepreneurship in order to have the necessary understand-
ing of it to teach it (Pouspourika 2018).
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Each educator shared their career journey (before their current role) and the 
study found that the majority had very varied job histories (different types of 
roles) and (6 out of 10) had previous entrepreneurship experience (defined as 
founding or working in a small- or medium-sized business (SME)). Though 
there are limited available published data to compare this group with the general 
educator population, the results do suggest that educators working in the field of 
EE appear to have a high level of previous industry experience. The study found 
that having previous entrepreneurship experience was considered beneficial.

P8 that thing of anything’s possible, that you […] don’t have to get a job, you can 
set [up] a business, you can go and do freelance work, you can do sort of portfolio 
work, it doesn’t have to be a paid 9 to 5 job […]. I think I probably try and […] instil 
that in my students and I think cos I’ve done it, my colleagues who haven’t done it 
think very, very different […] it doesn’t come across for them that there’s anything 
but a paid employment.

It is important for policy makers and HEIs to consider how this can be fos-
tered for academics in a university setting. Participant P6 acknowledges this 
issue in interviews and describes how he had established a mentor programme 
for academics to link with an SME to enhance their entrepreneurial experience. 
He considered it would not create the full experience but could help move the 
academics from theory to having a better understanding. Forming such connec-
tions at the outset of an academic career path was recommended in a review of 
business and university collaborations (BIS 2015) to enhance the environment 
for collaboration over the longer term.

However, for the three educators that did not have direct previous SME expe-
rience, it does not appear to be considered a disadvantage and two make use 
of practicing entrepreneurs as guest speakers and on live entrepreneurial chal-
lenges. One of the three educators with no prior entrepreneurship experience has 
since left university employ to start his own business (also indicating a level of 
comfort with entrepreneurship).

In conclusion, the majority of educators interviewed had had previous entre-
preneurship experience (6 out of 10). Analysis of their stories and experiences 
indicates that all educators display moderate to high levels of personal entrepre-
neurial attributes, which are utilised within their professional practice. Though 
this research didn’t set out with a hypothesis question: ‘do I need to be entre-
preneurial to teach entrepreneurship?’ it found that identifying and behaving 
‘entrepreneurially’ is important to the majority of the educators studied and 
this essence has been included as an important identity in the conceptual model 
(Fig. 1). The data indicated that it is not necessary to have prior entrepreneur-
ship experience, though this appears useful for a deeper understanding of the 
realities and for some educators acts as enhanced credibility that they know 
what they are talking about through experience and not just theory.
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Unique and distinctive

Though not anticipated at the outset of this study, the research increasingly found 
the educators’ sense of their own distinctive identity in that they ‘think and act’ dif-
ferently to their peers within the university and this appears to be an important influ-
encer of their experiences as educators in this field. Possibly also due to EE being 
an emerging discipline, many of the educators interviewed work alone or in small 
sections of HEIs also giving a level of distinctiveness within their university setting.

A literature search found the Need for Uniqueness Theory (NfU) (Snyder and 
Fromkin 1980) and Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT) (Brewer 1991) which 
helped to better understand aspects of this experience. NfU recognises the human’s 
need to feel special and distinctive. According to Snyder and Fromkin, individuals 
won’t feel pleasant if they experience too much or too little similarity to others. A 
moderate level of uniqueness gives the optimal emotional response whereas, a very 
low or high level of similarity is suggested to lead to negative emotional reactions 
(Schumpe and Erb, 2015, p.1). The data gathered suggest the educators working in 
EE evidenced a high NfU, though most appeared comfortable with this most of the 
time.

PP1 I had a reputation of [doing] innovative things and to a certain extent that was 
because of who I was I was also not your typical [] teacher.

P6 I don’t conform

Snyder and Fromkin (1980) found a positive relationship between individuals 
with a high NfU and high level of creative thinking, who were more likely to be 
willing to be non-conformist and tackle the status quo (Schumpe and Erb 2015), 
which many of the educators evidenced in their recounting of their experiences (for 
example, seeking changes to traditional assessment practices, project scopes, work-
ing with new disciplines, bringing in/working outside with new expertise).

P2 I’m an ideas person […], I love ideas and new ideas but also I’ve always been 
quite interested in improvements and changes.

PP2 there is a pattern of being willing and able to do things that were not normal 
and accepted.

ODT (Brewer 1991) recognises that individuals have two fundamental but com-
peting needs, a need to be distinctive and a need to ‘belong’ within social and other 
groups. According to ODT, these two identity drivers combine to produce a new char-
acteristic, called ‘the capacity for social identification’ within distinctive groups. This 
study finds that the majority of the educators displayed a high need for distinctiveness 
whilst appearing to gain their belonging needs from the external EE academic commu-
nity, rather than internally within their HEI [apart from two HEIs that were strategically 



326 Entrepreneurship Education (2020) 3:311–338

1 3

committed to EE throughout the curriculum and where there appeared to be a more 
developed internal community of practice (Wenger 1998, 2000)].

The data also indicate downsides to being so ‘distinctive’: primarily emotional 
downsides experienced when students or staff don’t want (or are suspicious of) the 
EE experience they have designed; when the trial and testing of a new initiative ‘goes 
wrong’ (though is often viewed as further evidence of acting entrepreneurially); loneli-
ness experienced working mostly on their own in their HEI; the physical limit to what 
can be achieved on their own; and for some being viewed by management or colleagues 
as unreasonably focussed on enterprise.

P4 my hardest times are probably when I really think that something is so valuable, 
my students don’t feel that it’s as valuable, I then come back and reflect with some 
of my colleagues […] kind of…”we don’t care about enterprise like you do”, that’s 
what I find really hard.

The distinctive identity displayed by the majority of the educators studied was con-
sidered a significant theme and is presented within the conceptual model (Fig. 1).

Pracademic

In the interviews each educator touches on considerations of their professional develop-
ment within their HEI and a view emerges that increasingly in HEIs, there are academ-
ics and there were ‘pracademics’ (practice-focussed academic), and it follows that most 
of the educators interviewed appear to feel most comfortable with the idea of a ‘praca-
demic’ identity.

P2 I really like sort of doing things, projects, making things happen, that’s really 
more me.

P6 I’m not really a natural academic. I sort of use the term I’m a pracademic.

Some of the educators [P4 and P5] consider they ‘had’ to [or are expected to] ‘do’ 
more academic activity in order to comply with the expectations of their HEI and for 
P5 without this, there is a concern about a negative impact on future career progression. 
The data gathered indicate there is not a simple ‘binary’ position of academic versus 
the ‘pracademic’ but that there is a mixed picture with mixed identities, which many of 
the educators appear to manage well. There is found to be a perception that EE needs to 
be accepted more through traditional HEI academic forums in order to raise its value.

Learning and teaching practices

There is a great deal of consensus in the literature reviewed that EE requires a 
variety of ‘active’ experiential, cognitive and social learning approaches far 
beyond the transmission of knowledge content. The study finds the educators’ 
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professional learning and teaching practices to be very diverse, but there were 
common features amongst the majority: they have dynamic and responsive teach-
ing repertoires; use in the main experiential and existential approaches; are will-
ing to take risks to make things happen; practice alongside students; look for 
opportunities to assess process rather than outcomes; and demonstrate the need 
to support learning through growing social and community capital. A brief over-
view of these findings is discussed below and illustrated in the proposed concep-
tual model (Fig. 1).

The results found that many experiential and arguably existential approaches 
(requiring higher emotional and personal engagement) are being employed by the 
educators in the study to help develop entrepreneurial skills ‘through’ entrepre-
neurial experiences including: encouraging the experience of risk, ambiguity and 
learning through failure; creativity and idea generation; trading activities; busi-
ness start-up type activities, and live business challenges and projects.

P1 We were looking for students to be challenged, we’re looking for students to 
have problems so that they can solve the problems but we were also ensuring that 
the end result was a positive one.

Supporting their students to ‘learn’ from the experience of ‘failure’ is found to 
be very important though there are often challenges in convincing colleagues of 
the benefits.

P3 what we’ve found is that the reflections that have come back from the projects 
that have failed are considerably more in-depth and the notion of them being reflec-
tive than the ones that are succeeding.

Student start-up activities are viewed by many of the educators as the most 
‘entrepreneurial’ of learning experiences, but many recognise that the majority of 
these remain very early stage. However, when activity becomes more ‘real’ many 
of the educators describe difficult situations where they have to help ‘underwrite’ 
various activities and secure necessary funding/permissions from other parts of 
the university.

P1 I did have to you know contact certain bodies in authority to request extra mon-
ies to underwrite certain things, which you know they look at you in, you do get that 
feeling of ‘this isn’t worth it.

Again, irrespective of how challenging a project or initiative proves to be in 
terms of their personal input, securing additional resources/approvals or where 
negative feedback is received, all the educators display a resilience and will-
ingness to repeat and/or adapt such approaches as they firmly believe these 
approaches lead to valuable entrepreneurial competence development.
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P3 It frustrates the hell out of me because we’re trying to encourage these students 
to be entrepreneurial but then there are barriers being put in our way to be able to 
actually provide that for them.

A significant finding of the study is that educators working in the field of EE are 
driven by a high degree of student centredness. This was regularly evidenced in how 
they described working with their students.

PP2 I said right, I’m taking strategy with you, one of the things about strategy is 
that it can either be prescriptive or emergent and we’re off now. This is emergent. 
I’ve been asked to run a simulation with you. […] You have to develop a strategy of 
understanding again and I’ll have develop a strategy to support you, while you go 
through that.

How an individual educator personally copes with certain things such as ambigu-
ity, is likely to affect how they integrate this within their practice (Palmer 1997). In 
the following comment, P1 considers this is an area of EE that many educators are 
not always comfortable.

P1 you have to be comfortable with a bit of uncertainty so if you’re building an 
entrepreneurial environment then you build in uncertainty, you build in scope to 
make a mistake, you build in an element of risk and so we have colleagues that are 
very uncomfortable with that idea and dislike that.

The educators shared that not all students appeared to value the EE experiences at 
the time, though many cases were shared of them ‘seeing the benefits’ later.

P2 I have had students say to me that when they’ve made applications for jobs, 
graduate jobs. If they put their [EE project] that they did on their CV it’s the one 
thing that employers really hone in on and want to talk to them about, they find it 
really interesting, employers I mean.

P4 I had a MSc [EE] module […] and afterwards the student actually started up 
the business that they created through the module independently of the rest of his 
group […] he said, “I joined the course […] and I had no interest in enterprise and 
entrepreneurship as part of it at all. I was dreading the 40 credits that we would have 
on enterprise and entrepreneurship but actually those were the bits I took away the 
most.

Whilst it is de-motivating for educators when students don’t immediately see the 
value in their experience in the main, any de-motivation appears to be a short-term 
phenomenon with the educators remaining ready to reflect, iterate and try again.

P7 it’s okay to experiment, sometimes it goes right, sometimes it doesn’t go right 
but its managing that experimentation.
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There was a great deal of consensus in the literature that EE needs appropri-
ate and non-traditional types of assessment practices (as these experiences may or 
may not prove to have a successful outcome). Pittaway and Cope (2007) identified 
twelve key features required when aiming to stimulate entrepreneurial learning and 
one of those was to force students to step outside normal educational processes such 
as ‘abandoning essays, exams and case studies for reflective accounts, reports and 
peer assessment’ (2007, Table 2, p. 218). This study found the majority of educators 
had had to adjust (in some cases radically) existing assessment strategies in order to 
make their EE more effective, and for many this is described as a very challenging 
experience.

Many of the educators have had to reassure students, colleagues and quality 
assessment committees that new assessment regimes they are proposing will not 
place students at a disadvantage. For example, that process and reflection on the 
experience that process can be rigorously assessed, rather than purely assessing out-
comes, as is typical of the exams (and other assessments) they are likely to have 
used/experienced in the past.

P3 the focus isn’t on whether or not the project’s a success, it’s what they’ve actu-
ally learnt from the process, and we’ve had a lot of difficulties getting that through 
approval here.

Learning to develop social capital within EE has continued to gain momentum 
as social aspects are accepted as a key feature of entrepreneurial learning (Pitta-
way and Cope 2007, p. 223; Jones 2011; Pittaway et al. 2015). This research found 
many examples of educators creating social learning opportunities for their students 
through their personal teaching approaches, often by leveraging their own social 
capital.

P3 we’re having a functional networking event in a hotel […] inviting you know 
local businesses so that the students can actually network […] you can tell some-
body how to do it but unless they actually go out and try it themselves then they’re 
not going to get really get the benefit from it.

As the interviews progressed, it became clear that a number of educators (7 out 
of 10) have felt isolated in their institution at times, and they emphasise the value 
they experience from linking with individuals and/or groups (or communities) of 
educators working in EE at other universities rather than just with colleagues within 
their own university (Wenger 1998, 2000). The findings suggest that this external 
relationship building was often facilitated through conferences and specialist EE-
related professional learning programmes. However, one educator, P4 openly ques-
tioned the ‘heathy’ nature of the wider community ‘group’, ‘why have we claimed 
enterprise’, ‘we carry on regardless’, ‘we should be checking in’, reflecting calls in 
the literature for greater critically in the field (Fayolle 2013; Farny et al. 2016).

There are acknowledged challenges in the most effective methods of measuring the 
impact of EE, with many considering ‘soft skill’ developments being more likely than 
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numbers of business start-ups. The difficulties in demonstrating the impact of EE are 
found to have wide implications at an institution and policy level.

P5 the measures I think are really difficult and I think that captures the dilemma of 
an enterprise educator cos how can we show what we have?

In the extract below, P6 details his experiences of trying to influence policy makers 
away from a simplistic target of business start-ups, arguing that we need to be looking 
for broader impact:

P6 I started to argue increasingly […] to stop thinking about its all about starting 
businesses and start thinking about developing entrepreneurial thinking and entre-
preneurial mind-set. The business starts will come after that, you are constantly 
starting too far down the process, you need to come back to the beginning.

Professional learning

EE-related professional learning was recognised as an influencing factor by 8 of the 
10 educators, many consequently viewing themselves as more innovative and creative 
educators. The most recognised benefits were in relation to learning about new ideas 
or teaching tools and being reassured from the others on the programme (like-minded 
educators) that they were ‘right thinking’ and doing the ‘right things’ and in building 
community capital.

P5 I was just treading water and then I got introduced to this amazing group of peo-
ple who knew every tool, every you know exciting thing and then that introduction 
changed, well it gave me a complete network of really clever people.

In summary, a wide variety of learning and teaching approaches are found to be 
used to develop students’ entrepreneurial capacities including, networking, debates, 
case studies, digital simulation, role models, competitions, consultancy, interdiscipli-
nary challenges and early business start-up. These take place generally in the safe envi-
ronment of the university where students can learn and reflect on entrepreneurial skills 
valuable for the future, though examples were shared of external ‘higher risk’ activities. 
The main challenges experienced by educators were related to negotiating measurable 
targets, accessing necessary resources (such as gaining external input from entrepre-
neurs, industry specialists or sponsorship) and the open-ended time-intensive nature 
these activities can require. The value of the external community of educators working 
in EE as a support mechanism was found to be significant.
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Conclusion

Though contributions to theory or to macro-level findings were not primary 
objectives of this phenomenological study, the detailed data and insight gathered 
have led the researcher to: propose a simplified conceptual model of the phenom-
ena of being an educator in EE, titled ‘the Essence of Being an Entrepreneurial 
Educator’; contribute new insight regarding policy impact and institutional sup-
port for EE; and provide examples of educator approaches to interpreting and 
implementing EE.

Rideout and Gray (2013, p. 346) considered that EE appeared to be a phenom-
enon where actions and interventions had moved beyond the available theory and 
research evidence. The research aim was to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
experiences of UK-based HE educators working in this emerging field. Through 
employing IPA this study has achieved this aim by gaining a comprehensive 
understanding of the lived experiences of UK-based educators practicing in the 
field of EE and finds the reality to be complex, personal and emotionally charged.

Most of the educators are still working out what EE means for them within 
their practice (some after 10  years of practice), and there is a perception that 
EE is to an extent marginalised within many HEIs (or viewed suspiciously), and 
perceived as having a lower academic status than many other disciplines. These 
‘downsides’ create challenges in terms of securing wider buy-in and for some 
they perceive a negative impact on career development (though there is limited 
evidence to support this). However, other educators felt the ‘notoriety’ of such 
distinctiveness within their HEI provides greater opportunities.

There are clear frustrations that though there are a plethora of EE-related pol-
icy and ‘good intentions’, within many institutions the EE agenda tends to go 
‘in and out of fashion’ and is vulnerable to changing champions amongst senior 
managers. A lack of institutional support can significantly restrict activity which 
some of the educators will seek to find a way around. COVID-19 is already found 
to be increasing calls for more/enhanced EE and care needs to be taken to ensure 
such change is collaborative, supported across disciplines and integrates with 
wider institutional developments and is not viewed as a ‘fashionable’ quick fix.

The wider community of educators working in this field is found to be a vital 
source of renewal and inspiration for many of the educators. The educators evi-
dence high levels of agency and are driven by a strong belief in the ‘goodness’ 
and values of EE and of the benefits for students in learning to be more entrepre-
neurial, whether students intend to set up a business or more typically to enhance 
their employability opportunities in the future through learning the higher-order 
skills associated with being enterprising. There are acknowledged challenges in 
the most effective methods of measuring the impact of EE, with many consider-
ing ‘soft skill’ developments being more likely than the creation of business start-
ups, whilst recognising the difficulties in capturing this.

Most of the educators have encountered lack of interest and rejection from both 
colleagues and students in performing their role, but all display the resilience to 
come back from disappointment and view these occasions as opportunities to 
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learn in order to find new ways to develop more effective solutions. The reper-
toire of EE is constantly evolving with many of the educators acting as ‘champi-
ons’ with their colleagues. The educators appear to consider that they themselves 
need to act as entrepreneurial role models (through, for example, coping with, 
and learning from, failure) for their students and colleagues.

In terms of identity, being an educator working in this field appears to attract 
entrepreneurial and creative individuals with a high need for uniqueness and action-
orientation, who are comfortable in being considered distinctive and willing to chal-
lenge (and to encourage others to challenge) accepted traditional practices in all 
areas of the educational environment. Overall, it is concluded that there seems to be 
something distinct and more personal about working within the field of EE which 
attracts particular educators. All the educators had consciously ‘chosen’ to work in 
this field and their participation seems to be profoundly based on their own personal 
philosophy of learning, rather than a sole concern with enterprise or new business 
and on the ‘promise’ of a better future for their learners which they consider EE can 
offer.

There is a consensus that more research is required to better understand what 
works in EE, for whom and the longer-term impacts this has on students, organisa-
tions and society. This study has proposed an initial conceptual framework of the 
essence of EE from an educators’ perspective as a starting point for further explora-
tion. It has shared much-needed perspectives on the realities of the enactment of 
EE policy and of how change can happen within our education system and will be 
of interest to education and economic policy makers, university senior management 
and organisational development managers.

The time to reimagine but also to act

A recent, but pre-COVID-19, report issued by the European Commission highlights 
many key benefits which entrepreneurship brings to corporate and public organisa-
tions (rather than a traditional focus on SMEs), for example, to ‘help future-proof 
the organisation’s strategy and purpose” and “challenge the organisation’s world 
view’ (Lackéus, Lundqvist, Williams Middleton, Inden, 2020, p.20), for this to hap-
pen it says organisations need entrepreneurial employees. Entrepreneurial employ-
ees are defined here as:

someone who cares so much about an issue that she takes collaborative action 
despite inherent uncertainty and risk, trying to create something new envi-
sioned to be of significant value for others, and who does this in a process 
characterised by trial-and-error based learning. She tries hard to envision, 
experiment and collaborate in order to create new kinds of value for other peo-
ple (Lackéus et al. 2020, p. 9).

This study has found the educators working in this field meet this new definition 
in full. They are entrepreneurial educators but also entrepreneurial employees work-
ing within the university system.
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The urgent and widely accepted need for our education systems to be reviewed, 
reimagined (Peters et al. 2020; RSE 2020) or ‘reset’ (WEF 2020) post-COVID-19 
includes calls for reviews of structures, delivery models, programme content, 
research and innovation. This group of educators—as entrepreneurial employees—
can help to broaden and strengthen this process (beyond the confines of existing uni-
versity structures) by working collaboratively, and they can help colleagues embrace 
uncertainty, reimagine programmes and support transformative action to reinvigor-
ate and enhance education systems post-COVID-19.
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