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Is “Elvis” the answer to embedding enterprise into the Higher Education Language Curriculum?

A case study review of the enterprise education model developed at Queen’s University Belfast

David Gibson



“Elvis” - How to embed enterprise into the curriculum 

Addressing the research question “How can we embed enterprise into the Higher Education curriculum?” this paper considers the factors involved in embedding enterprise throughout the curriculum at Queens University Belfast. This paper investigates the barriers to embedding enterprise in a research university which is now part of the Russell Group. The enabling factors to overcome these obstacles included being enterprising, developing “enterprise skills for life” and teaching the subject using a very innovative pedagogical approach and assuming that all enterprise education is student focused. The value of this paper is two fold. Firstly it provides a model for universities to use to embed enterprise education into the curriculum. Secondly it also provides insights into how regional policy implementation can enhance the institutional implementation of Enterprise Education and also influence the regional impact of Higher Education student enterprise development strategies.

Introduction

In recent years there has been focus on the role of universities in contributing to economic prosperity within the new knowledge economy. The DTI in 2001 in their strategic framework set out their objectives for the commencement of research. There has subsequently been a greater emphasis on the development of enterprise education within the university sector. With the UKSEC initiative, in 2002 universities were given funding to develop enterprise education for science and engineering students. Although there is extensive enterprise education activity developed in this initiative there was a widespread failure to embed it in the university curriculum. Gordon Brown, the Chancellor of the Exchequer has followed up by forming the NCGE (National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship). In 2006 Gibb produced a document “towards the Entrepreneurial University”. Gibb also highlights the need to embed enterprise within the curriculum. A report on research was carried out by NCGE throughout England and Scotland which stated that no significant embedding activity had been implemented within UK. However during 2003-011 Queens University Belfast have embedded enterprise education within thirty four academic disciplines. Within the next three years enterprise will have been embedded throughout the entire university. The “Elvis” model shows the key factors which ensured the success of the project.

This paper will be developed as follows:
The baseline position of Queens University Belfast in 2003 will be removed. The rationale behind the “Elvis” model will be reviewed and its implementation will be detailed. Finally the lessons learned from the project will be embedded together with its policy implications regionally and internationally.

Background

Queens University was part of the NICENT partnership with the University of Ulster and Loughry College. NICENT, formed in 2000, was one of thirteen science enterprise centres created throughout UK with the specific remit of developing enterprise education within the university learning and teaching environment.

Queens University Belfast developed its own unique model having considered the most appropriate method within a research based university.

It is the contention of this paper that without the focus on embedding enterprise and the development of all aspects of the “Elvis” model that a university enterprise education is unlikely to be sustainable. 

The Obstacles/Enablers

In 2002 Queens University Belfast, having a good track record for creating spin outs was a centre of academic excellence and research. Although contractually bound to implement curricular enterprise education, there was considerable pressure to implement entrepreneurship skills teaching without compromising academic rigor and teaching qualities as assessed by subject review. In addition most subject Academic staff were already challenged by research obligations whilst providing quality assurance in teaching and learning. Consequently embedding enterprise into the curriculum was not seen as a big priority particularly in areas where there was no obvious links to enterprise and innovation.

An “Enterprise for Life” model was developed based on the view that enterprise skills may be useful to all students. 

Heinonen / Akola (2007) have found that business schools tend to focus on the delivery of the knowledge, and subsequently the development of the person is not considered that important. Curriculum was customised and students given a chance to experience enterprising behaviours and to reflect on their development and the relevance of enterprise skills to the start up enterprises or social enterprise.

The Elvis Model

A six part implementation plan was designed in light of the above obstacles and implemented over a four year period. Research evidence shows that the Elvis model has been very successful in developing attributable competencies development, both short and long term.

Focus on Embedding the Curriculum and Enterprise

The main focus on enterprise education was embedding it within the curriculum. Many institutions also backed by OFSTED funding spent the funding on curricular and extra curricular activity without embedding within existing modules and customising materials. In several cases generic modules were created as a “bolt on” to existing modules. It was necessary for the enterprise educators to be entrepreneurial themselves and to use the enterprise skills taught to students to innovate, negotiate and sell enterprise education to a generally negative audience. Persistence, persuasion and excellent teamwork with key stakeholders were required to put the plans into action. Above all a marketing approach was required where enterprise education staff researched the needs and concerns of each disciplinary area, together with recent professional developments. From this a customised approach was created to add value to each discipline. For example in the school of nursing, materials were designed to give students an opportunity to practice innovative solutions to niche problems within the health service and to become “more innovative and enterprising nurses” Like an entrepreneur, enterprise education staff had to make use of all available resources and stakeholders.

 The current requirement to implement PDP (Personal Development Planning) was linked to the enterprise for life agenda. In thirty disciplinary areas PDP staff have embedded enterprise skills self assessment questionnaires within the Efolio for ongoing reflection and skills development. Like an entrepreneur many of the curriculum interventions were developed as a result of previous failures using student focused feedback to refine the model. An entrepreneurial university ecosystem was created supporting the research of Gibb (2006).

Embedding enterprise allows every student at the university to be aware of and practice enterprise and employability skills at some stage of their pathway. The development of the Queens certificate in entrepreneurship studies led to accreditation of enterprise education as an activity and enhanced the learning experience of the students involved. The certificate has given students “enhanced credibility with employers” (Queen’s graduate, 2012. 

The entrepreneurial team had a combination of research excellence, teaching and learning experience and above all the entrepreneurial spirit. This entrepreneurial spirit gained from varied and successful entrepreneurial careers helped the team persist against significant resistance to change and to develop innovative market-led solutions in line with best practice and in line with key literature findings (RAE, 2006).

Lifelong Learning System.

The development of an “Enterprise for Life” model allowed all students to see the relevance of being innovative and enterprising, whatever their present degree studies. Reflections of students on this learning approach highlighted its effectiveness; “I started off asking why am I here and found not only the experience stimulating but also developed enterprise skills which will be useful to me whatever my choice of career” (Chemistry graduate, 2006). The development of the enterprise skills for life approach was not only in line with the Leitch report (2006) but also with the mission of NCGE.

The development of an associated “enterprise alumni system” where enterprise graduates work with existing students has proved worthwhile. Longitudinal research on alumni career development and their involvement in an extra curricular networking system enhanced the lifelong learning approach and the development of enterprise competencies.

VALUE ALL RESOURCES AND VALIDATE THE OUTCOMES

Valuing all potential financial, human and physical resources was vital as was benchmarking best practice locally and internationally. This also led to the development of worthwhile collaborative partnerships. Validating any evidence of successful outcomes also created sustainable commitment from key stakeholders. There are various debates on how to measure the success of enterprise education. Regional development agencies operating within budgetary constraints look for university spin-outs. McAdam (2006) found that chemistry students found their employability skills to be enhanced and their self-belief to have increased on a measurable scale. 

During the four year period student evaluations (4000), module reviews (90), subject reviews(8) and alumni evaluations (500) have been used to measure the success or otherwise. The rate of student start-ups, spin-out performance and student business plan competitions also provided additional insights into the effectiveness of the enterprise education ecosystem.

Three University teaching awards were won and the author was nominated for the national teaching fellowships awards. In seven out of eight subject reviews the school was commended for the quality of its enterprise teaching. Students have self assessed an over 50% improvement in their enterprise skills level after completion of the curriculum. Queens University won six prizes at the all Ireland student awards and student start-up rate has doubled in comparison with the previous four year period.

INNOVATIVE TEACHING STRATEGIES

Innovative teaching and learning based on the experiential method favoured by ocinneide (2002) was highly successful. Student feedback was excellent; “the greatest learning experience of my life” Gibb (1993: stated that the enterprise educator should be “a guide and partner through the learning process”. “I loved the interactive approach, learning from the other students” (final year nursing student, ). The use of the PDP (personal development planning) for reflection provided a sound educational underpinning to the experiential activities.

One notable success was the business simulation assessment developed in 2005/6. Students were asked to complete a series of entrepreneurial exercises, developing an innovative product and commercialising it in the marketplace. Pittaway (2004: recommended “uncertainty, forcing students to step outside the normal educational process: linking student academic performance to their real project performance”. Role play, “live case studies” and work related learning have been used to further develop this approach.

Institutional Support

Institutional support has been gained at all levels. The Queens NICENT committee was formed with representatives throughout the university. The committee was chaired by the Pro Vice Chancellor for learning who provided strong motivational and operational support. The University has made the project sustainable by including entrepreneurship in its learning and teaching strategy and by giving key staff permanent contracts to ensure a strategic approach. The university Teaching Enhancement fund has helped to fund projects on inter disciplinarity and the development of a business simulation assessment model which is used now throughout the University.

Student Centered Approach

The teaching strategies have reflected the need to ensure different learning styles. Internationalisation and diversity have been reflected in the curriculum. Students have had the opportunity to attend international summer schools. Staff mentoring of students has helped to develop ideas for commercialisation. The students union is now implementing a plan to provide physical work space for student start up ideas and to use student interns to promote extra curricular activity. There has been a very successful start-up programme for students operating and a portfolio of ‘live’ case studies in enterprise for postgraduate students.

The development of the “Elvis” model has been based on four key tenets; firstly you must embed enterprise into the existing curriculum; secondly you must customise your teaching and materials; thirdly you must be entrepreneurial to make it happen, and fourthly you must provide opportunities for personal development and business start-up outside the curriculum.

THE LANGUAGE PROJECT

Enterprise was embedded into both the Undergraduate and the | Postgraduate Curriculum Of Language students at Queens University Belfast. It was felt that the placement year abroad provided an ideal opportunity for the students to develop skills and learn from the challenges that The year abroad brings. Students had enterprise workshops at the end of second year and then had to 
Keep a reflective log during their year abroad to review their learning and to use the international placement as an opportunity to be innovative and entrepreneurial.They then gave presentations on their return to University on their final year studies.

POSTGRADUATE
 Enterprise was embedded into the curriculum of the Masters in translation and students
Worked on their enterprise skills to create a variety of opportunities for their translation skills.Indeed
A social enterprise was created where translators combined their talents to create a multilingual agency
and to provide translation and business solutions for industry.The author who was awarded “the most innovative teacher in the UK”award by the Higher Education Academy in 2011, is now reviewing
best practice in embedding enterprise in the languages curriculum for the subject head at HEA
 and hopes to build ongoing links between HEA and Eunom.




Methodology

In order to investigate the effectiveness of the model, focus groups were carried out across nine disciplines. Annual interviews were arranged with thirty module coordinators as well as a self administered questionnaire based on the “Efactor competencies”, as identified by Gibson (2005). This was designed in line with a leading Chartered Occupational Psychologist. The questionnaire was designed to measure the impact of the model in increasing self efficacy and the development of enterprise for life competencies including creativity and negotiation skills.

The limitation of this approach was the lack of a control group. To date most of the students have been science and technology students although from October 2007 humanities students have been included. However the empirical evidence to date has provided insights into the following areas

-the changing attitudes to entrepreneurship
-the impact of experiential teaching
-employability/student start up
-the creation of a balanced entrepreneurial ecosystem

1.	CHANGING ATTITUDES TO ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Over 90% of the students believe that enterprise is relevant to them “I now feel that everyone has the potential to be an entrepreneur” (final year dental student, 

2.	THE IMPACT OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
Students loved the interactive approach particularly in large group situations. Students particularly appreciated the creation of an uncertain environment recommended by Pittaway (2004). “The taking of risks was initially frightening but ultimately exhilarating and I managed to learn more” (final year engineering student, 2007). 

3.	EMPLOYABILITY/STUDENT START-UP
Student feedback felt that the courses enhanced their employability. Alumni have also indicated the continued impact on their career “I have just gained my first promotion and feel the programme played a significant part” (Biology graduate, 2005). Student start-up rates have doubled. The longitudinal study will also explore the long term regional impact. 

4.	THE BALANCED ENTERPRISE EDUCATION ECOSYSTEM
Students appreciated the chance to experience enterprise skills within the curriculum and the follow up activities; “if I had not had the chance to experience enterprise and how it related to me in my curriculum I would never have got involved in the business plan competition” (winner of all Ireland business plan competition, 2011). 

Conclusion

The “Elvis” model is a model of excellence and also a diagnostic tool for all university enterprise educators. While the ‘Elvis’ model is still very much a work in progress it provides a baseline tool which can be used for self assessment and development planning. The Queens University system highlights the strengths of Gibbs (2006) ‘alternative model’ which is a new model which must be differentiated from the traditional American Business School Model. 

Regional Development Agencies must ensure enterprise is embedded in the curriculum in an appropriate customised fashion. Rather than limiting the scope of enterprising activity, embedding ensures that every student has the opportunity to relate enterprise to their subject area but also to their personal development planning. The potential impact on the culture, university, enterprise, corporate and social enterprise development is considerable. However, only a rigorous longitudinal study focusing not only on self efficacy but also measurable economic outcomes can provide the empirical evidence to influence the adoption of this model as a basis for regional and international enterprise education development.
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