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Abstract 

Questions we care about (Objectives) – The paper focuses on how Finnish HE teaching staff 

make sense of students’ experientially gained entrepreneurial knowledge as part of academic 

curriculum in entrepreneurship. 

Approach – Drawing from a qualitative sense-making methodology, the paper makes use of 

inductive analysis of personal and group interviews of HE teaching staff regarding practices in 

recognition of prior learning (RPL) in entrepreneurship and studification of co- and extra-

curricular activities that develop students’ entrepreneurship competences.  

Results – The findings highlight that sensemaking of experientially gained entrepreneurial 

knowledge is multidimensional. The study participants introduce issues working at different 

levels including: theoretical (denoting entrepreneurship as a discipline), institutional (denoting 

organizational objectives and requirements), practical (denoting guidelines and administrative 

processes) and HE political (denoting the role of HEIs in producing entrepreneurial 

individuals). Especially, the epistemic questions related to control over curriculum are made 

visible when discussing fitting the entrepreneurial knowledge into the students’ degrees via 

RPL and studification practices. 

Implications – While Finnish HEIs have taken up the recommendations provided by the 

Ministry of Education and Culture on providing the HE students with support for self-

employment orientations and entrepreneurship in different forms, they partly struggle with 

adjusting experientially gained and practice-oriented entrepreneurial knowledge with the 

academic requirements in connection with RPL and studification practices. 

Value/Originality – Research focuses on generating understanding how HEI teaching staff 

make sense of entrepreneurial knowledge in RPL and studification that are novel practices in 

entrepreneurship education and allow the students to fulfill their academic requirements in 

entrepreneurship outside the academic curriculum. This study enables us to understand the 

complexities related to these novel practices in the field of EE and, to contribute to the 

discussion on entrepreneurial knowledge development in HE in the broad sense. 

Key Words: Entrepreneurial knowledge, Experiential learning, Recognition of prior learning, 

Studification, Sensemaking 

 

Introduction  

During the past years, policies and recommendations related to recognition and assessment of 

prior learning (RPL) and studification of activities that take place outside the class room have 
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been introduced across Europe. In higher education (HE), particularly, the rise of these 

practices has been influenced by the objective to shorten the students’ graduation times. RPL 

and studification are administrative processes that are designed to allow the students to fulfill 

the academic requirements outside the classroom. The main goal of RPL is to recognize and 

acknowledge individuals’ competence and knowledge regardless of how and where it has been 

acquired and integrate it into the degree. (Adam, 2007; Bohlinger, 2017; Stenlund, 2010.) 

Studification, on the other hand, means that the students acquire competence that corresponds 

to the objectives of their degree as they work or take part in practical training organized by a 

third party such as a company or an association (Auno et al., 2016).  

Both RPL and studification concern knowledge and capabilities that are acquired primarily 

through experience (experiential learning) (Cooper et al., 2017). Although various types of 

experiential learning activities have gained a strong foothold in entrepreneurship education 

(EE) (Kuratko, 2005; Katz, 2003; Bruyat & Julien, 2001), assessment of learning and skills 

acquired outside the official academic curriculum have been introduced as a topical issue only 

more recently. Consequently, questions related to integration of co-curricular and extra-

curricular activities into the curriculum have been recognized important to explore. (White and 

Moore, 2017). This seems relevant, especially, because a significant share of learning in EE 

takes place outside the academic curriculum either before or during the studies (Kuratko & 

Morris, 2018; Morris et al., 2013; Brush, 2014; Brush et al., 2014; Miyasaki, 2014). Yet, RPL 

and studification remain under-studied and under-theorized areas in the international EE 

research.  

This study is focused on Finland, where RPL and studification are visibly promoted practices 

by the Ministry of Education and Culture. The normative foundation for them is mainly based 

on the need to accelerate the students entering the working life. (Prime Minister’s Office, 2015) 

Additionally, entrepreneurship has been recognized as an important skillset that is to be 

promoted in HE across all educational fields (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2007; 2009; 

2017) and development and adoption of RPL and studification practices in this field is highly 

encouraged (UNIFI, 2016, ARENE, 2015). Despite this, RPL and studification still remain 

little used practices in Finnish HEIs’ entrepreneurship curriculum (Huusko et al., 2018).  

Little is known how educators responsible for EE design and delivery are able to or willing to 

utilize these practices that are promoted in the HE policy. Consequently, there is a need to ask 

more broadly, how educators position the knowledge and skills gained experientially and 

through co- or extra-curriculum activities in relation to the academic curriculum in 

entrepreneurship. In response to that need, this study interpretatively and inductively analyses 

interviews of 30 members of Finnish HEI teaching staff responsible for planning and delivering 

entrepreneurship curriculum including the RPL and studification practices. The specific 

question we care about is how the HE teaching staff understands and makes sense of 

experientially gained entrepreneurial knowledge as part of academic curriculum. This study 

enables us to understand the complexities related to these novel practices in the field of EE 

and, to contribute to the discussion on entrepreneurial knowledge development in HE in the 

broad sense. 

Development of entrepreneurial knowledge in experiential EE 

A common agreement in the field of EE is that entrepreneurship is learnt experientially through 

learning by doing. In experiential entrepreneurial learning process individuals can develop their 

entrepreneurial knowledge throughout their professional lives. They transform their  career 

experiences into knowledge, through the exploration of new possibilities and the exploitation 
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of pre-existing knowledge, which in turn influence the development of the entrepreneurs’ 

ability to discover and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities as well as coping with the 

traditional obstacles facing new ventures. (Politis, 2005, 2008). Moreover, entrepreneurs need 

to transfer what has been learnt from direct and indirect experience, and others’ experience into 

current use, as well as reflect upon experience so as to seek more in-depth meaning and reasons 

in events.  (Man & Yu, 2007; Hägg & Politis, 2013)  

Hägg (2017) has recently pointed out that a counterbalance to the heavy action orientation in 

EE should be created. For example, learning arenas should stimulate the students’ abilities to 

reflect and become aware of one’s learning, as it is important to make the students grasp and 

develop knowledge from experiences gained when performing and practicing entrepreneurial 

actions. They also need to gain conceptual understanding of entrepreneurship as a phenomenon 

and given time to make connections between the action taken and the conceptual knowledge 

gained. Although the objective of EE is not only to create new businesses or to write business 

plans, new venture planning can simulate entrepreneurial learning by creating an environment 

for experiential, work-based learning (Pittaway & Cope, 2007). In addition to learning by doing 

and reflection, several other features can stimulate learning in new venture creation context. 

These include, for example, financial and emotional exposure, entrepreneurs’ reactive and 

proactive approaches to problems and opportunities, distinctive episodes such as events and 

crises as well as habitual learning and routine. (Pittaway 2004)  

Experiential learning is centered on the learner’s experiences and the experiential learning 

process, and most notably connected to the learning cycle termed after Kolb (1984) who states 

that learning is the process whereby knowledge is created though the transformation of 

experience by using four kinds of abilities. Learners must be able to, first, involve themselves 

fully, openly, and without bias in new experiences (concrete experience abilities); second, 

reflect on and observe their experiences from many perspectives (reflective observation 

abilities); third, create concepts that integrate their observations into logically sound theories 

(abstract conceptualisation abilities); and fourth, use these theories to make decisions and solve 

problems (active experimentation abilities).  

Experiential approaches take different forms and they are most commonly used with the 

through and for entrepreneurship teaching that put less focus on delivering information about 

entrepreneurship, but instead, strive to develop entrepreneurship personalities regardless of 

educational practice and/or prepare student entrepreneurs for a future entrepreneurial career in 

simulated entrepreneurial learning events. Experiential approach is strongly present also in in 

approach, where student can learn how real entrepreneurs behave and act in real business 

context. (Cope and Watts, 2000; Jamieson, 1984; Johnson, 1988; Jones & Ireland, 2010; Gibb, 

2005; Heinonen & Hytti, 2010; Kyrö, 2005; O’Connor, 2013; Pittaway & Cope, 2007). 

Consequently, different kinds of learning objectives and different forms of knowing have been 

connected to these approaches including know-why (attitudes, values and motives), know-how 

(skills), know-who (social skills, networking), know-when (insights, experience and intuition) 

and know-what (factual knowledge about entrepreneurship) (Johannisson, 1991). Among 

these, know-what perspective is considered least relevant, if EE objectives are targeted towards 

educating future entrepreneurs. 

Entrepreneurial knowledge development in co- and extra-curricular activities 

Kuratko and Morris (2018) estimate that in the future, half of the academic curriculum in 

entrepreneurship occurs experientially. Additionally, much of the students’ learning is 

estimated to take place outside specific academic courses in experiential co- and extra-
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curricular activities that have been recognized important for student’s personal development in 

preparing them for entrepreneurial careers (Morris, Kuratko & Cornwall, 2013; Brush, 2014; 

Brush, Green & Strimaitis, 2014; Miyasaki, 2014). They that are designed to enrich the student 

learning experience and support student entrepreneurship. Hence, they are part of the 

universities “internal entrepreneurship educations ecosystem” (Brush 2014 p. 31) and 

complement the curriculum and degree programmes as well as community engagement efforts 

that contribute to the culture of entrepreneurship in the university campuses (Miyasaki 2014; 

Morris, Kuratko & Cornwall, 2013). 

Co- and extra-curricular activities include a large variety of entrepreneurial activities. They 

include, for example, idea jams and startup weekends, internships at entrepreneurial ventures 

and incubators, mentoring programmes and shadowing entrepreneurs activities, study abroad, 

pitching and business plan competitions, student venture hatcheries, campus‐based businesses 

run by students, prototype and website development, student venture fairs students competing 

in regional/national competitions, speaker series, community outreach initiatives (such as 

bootcamps, symposia) and technology commercialization projects (Kuratko & Morris, 2018; 

Morris, Kuratko & Cornwall, 2013).  

The offering of experiential co-and extra-curricular activities have grown rapidly in tandem 

with the emergence of the academic curricular in entrepreneurship. Consequently, how to 

identify and evaluate the learning outcomes of such activities and combine or incorporate them 

into the curriculum, has become a topical question. (White & Moore, 2017.) Yet, however, 

most universities have not integrated them into the entrepreneurship curriculum and programs 

or been able to assess value of such activities (Morris, Kuratko & Cornwall, 2013; White & 

Moore, 2016). Furthermore, although the learners’ past experiences have been found important, 

the literature does not directly promote practices which normative basis is on giving HE 

students credits for previously acquired experiences and this way to accelerate their studies. 

Instead, the focus has rather been on to develop and give certificates and badges of co-curricular 

activities to enable higher level of personalization in entrepreneurship studies. (see White & 

Moore, 2016) Hence, RPL practices are not per se discussed in the literature in depth, but 

studification of co- and extra-curricular activities has been found worthwhile from the 

perspective of the individual’s learning process. 

RPL and studification in HE 

The terms used for recognition and validation of prior learning differ slightly across institutions 

and countries (Bohlinger, 2017; Stenlund, 2010, Adam, 2007). At its widest definition, 

recognition of prior learning encompasses the recognition of formal, informal and non-formal 

learning. Wider definitions include also credit transfer procedures between formal institutions; 

the narrower definitions are limited to recognition and/or assessment of experience-based 

learning outcomes from non-formal (e.g. work-based or non-formal institutions) and informal 

(e.g. life experience) settings (Adam, 2007; Evans, 2006).  

In this paper, we use the concept recognition of prior learning (RPL) as an umbrella concept, 

and do not differentiate it from other related concepts. We here refer to the Finnish HE 

practices, where RPL refers to a set of practices and procedures of identifying, assessing and 

approving prior learning of students and granting study credits based on their prior learning in 

relation to the learning outcomes defined in the curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007). In 

this paper, we focus solely on recognition of learning that takes place outside formal institutions 

and exclude credit transfer procedures between formal institutions. 



5 
 

In the university level RPL is most commonly used for the purposes of access to a programme 

(Bohlinger, 2017). However, RPL can also be used for (credit) exemption from part of a 

programme or a course (Adam, 2007), which is the most common reason for RPL in Finland. 

The foundations for RPL in the Finnish HE context were laid in the early 1990’s by the 

establishment of the dual model with a separation between research oriented universities 

(ROU) and universities of applied sciences (UAS) which concentrate on providing professional 

and vocational education. Today, both the Universities Act (558/2009, Amendment 

1172/2014) and the Universities of Applied Sciences Act (932/2014, Amendment 1173/2014) 

acknowledge the skills and knowledge acquired outside formal educational system. The 

political reasons for RPL in the Finnish HE include increasing the effectiveness of studies, 

avoiding overlapping learning and shortening studying times (Ministry of Education, 2007). A 

call for smoothing of RPL practices was also included in the Implementation plan for the 

former Government's (2015-2019) key projects and reforms (Prime Minister’s Office 2015). 

In practice previously gained skills, knowledge and competences are made visible in 

institutional RPL practices through interviews, workplace observations and simulations of 

working tasks, oral/written (standards-based) tests, portfolios and product-based methods 

(Bohlinger, 2017). In the Finnish HE context most commonly used methods are references 

from employers, portfolios, learning diaries, essays, exams, demonstrations of skills, giving 

lectures, interviews, and personal study plans (Mäkinen-Streng, 2016). Through those, the 

individual navigates between experiential and academic knowledge and articulates and 

translates the learning into the language and knowledge structures of the academic curriculum. 

(Cooper, Ralphs & Harris, 2017.)  

Studification is mainly a Finnish term, launched in 2015, which refers to model where activities 

organized outside the university are designed to be part of the curriculum. It has similarities to 

work-based learning, e.g. obligatory or voluntary internships, but it is more than that. 

Studification is a model for gaining credits for extra-curriculum or cocurriculum activities in a 

premeditated manner. (Nurkka, 2018; Amkverkkovirta.fi-website.) Within a very short period 

of time studification has become highly relevant area for Finnish education policy, and the 

ministry has identified studification as one of the top projects in the Finnish HE development. 

(Nurkka, 2018, Amkverkkovirta.fi, 2019.) 

RPL and studification are aligned with the idea that gaining entrepreneurial competences 

should be in the centre of entrepreneurship studies. Competences can be seen as capabilities of 

“applying or using knowledge, skills, abilities, behaviors, and personal characteristics to 

successfully perform in a given domain” (White & Moore, 2017, p. 100). The key 

entrepreneurial competences entail e.g. competence to act upon opportunities, ability exploit 

opportunities even when resources are scarce, bootstrapping or guerrilla actions, to mention 

some (Morris et al., 2013). And since entrepreneurial competences are more than just skills and 

knowledge on the domain, those are learned in action, not in the class rooms.  

Approach 

Context 

There are distinct differences between Finnish ROUs and UASs in terms of RPL and 

studification practices. Practice-focused UAS apply them more frequently, and they form an 

integral part of students study paths. For example, at UASs the RPL process begins from the 

student’s own initiative, but the tutor teachers help them to find the suitable way for each 

student. Usually there are two ways to utilize the RPL method, with direct transfer of credits 

and demonstration by demonstrating knowledge and skills learned from various instances 
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including courses and degree in a vocational school, work place, own company, free time or  

hobbies. The student may be requested to supplement the demonstration with a report, an 

interview, an essay, a learning diary, a portfolio, a practical skills demonstration or a test 

(Kallberg, 2009). Studification is an integral part of UASs’ role as practice-oriented 

universities, which base their study offer strongly on the needs of regional and workplace 

needs. Studification process aims to combine the needs of working life, students’ career hopes 

and university’s learning goals in a mutually profitable way. (Haapala 2014.) ARENE (2015) 

has recommended that in all Finnish UAS entrepreneurship should be studificated so that the 

students have versatile ways of effectuating their studies in or for their own business, i.e. 

different courses and projects, different learning environments, incubators and accelerators, co-

opertives, or JA Finland’s (Junior Achievement Finland) programmes. ROUs, on the other 

hand, have instructions and an administrative process for such practices, but they are less 

frequently promoted by the educational staff. Demonstration processes have similar basis, 

although emphasis on theoretically oriented demonstration is more prevalent. (Tuomainen 

2016.)  

Despite the existence of administrative processes, these processes are not fully exploited in 

Finnish HEIs in the field of entrepreneurship (Huusko et al., 2018). Consequently, The Ministry 

of Education and Culture has together with rectors from Finnish HEIs (UNIFI, 2016; ARENE, 

2015) proposed that students’ prior learning and competences in entrepreneurship should be 

considered as a resource, and consequently, transparent and new practices should be developed 

for HEIs for both RPL and studification of activities. Additionally, The Finnish Ministry of 

Education (2009) has set guidelines for EE that point out that, every HEI should have an 

approved operating method that encourages and provides skills for a career as an entrepreneur, 

generates innovations and creates favorable conditions for businesses to grow. The updated 

guidelines from 2017 stress that experimenting, functionality, learning by doing, project work, 

co-operation with business life, and different assignments, exercises and experiences in 

entrepreneurship are important means in EE in Finnish HE context. However, the guidelines 

are interpreted and implemented locally in different fields and the concepts of entrepreneurship 

and EE are not unequivocal as every teacher has his/her own idea of them. Consequently, EE 

manifests itself in multiple ways in Finnish ROUs and UASs via basic entrepreneurship 

courses, in different kinds of programmes, innovation camps, competitions and workshops, in 

major courses, modules or paths, in different learning environments and platforms, and in RDI-

projects (Römer-Paakkanen, 2015). 

Research material 

The research material comprises of personal and group interviews, generated in 2018-2019, 

with a total of 30 teaching staff members in 14 Finnish HEIs that offer either degree 

programmes in entrepreneurship and associated fields (such as small business management and 

strategy) or integrated programmes, where entrepreneurship is embedded as one of the key 

learning areas into the official curriculum in non-business disciplines. The research material 

was collected and is informed by a larger national project funded by the Ministry of Education 

and Culture (2018-2020) on entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial behavior among HE students 

in Finland. In the project, the authors together with a group of nine Finnish HEIs representatives 

collected a large interview data to review, systematize and model different ways HEIs can 

recognize prior learning of entrepreneurship competences and studificate activities that develop 

students’ entrepreneurship competences.  

Data used in this study consists of interviews in 1) seven ROUs that differ in terms of the 

provision of entrepreneurship curriculum (entrepreneurship major; minor; entrepreneurship-



7 
 

focused programmes) and the type of university (multi-disciplinary; technical university), and 

2) seven UAS that each have different focus of education sector (Table 1). The data is 

geographically balanced with HEIs all-around Finland. 

Table 1 Data collection framework   

Research oriented universities (ROU) (7) Study participants (10) 

Multi-disciplinary university 

Entrepreneurship major (Bachelor, Master and PhD level) 

A group interview with head teacher in 

entrepreneurship major and university teacher in 

entrepreneurship major 

Multi-disciplinary university 

entrepreneurship minor (Bachelor) and major (Master and 

PhD level) 

A group interview with university teacher in 

strategy and entrepreneurship and post-doctoral 

researcher in strategy and entrepreneurship 

Multi-disciplinary university  

Entrepreneurship minor and PhD level 

A personal interview with senior lecturer 

responsible for the entrepreneurship minor 

Multi-disciplinary university  

Entrepreneurship minor 

A personal interview with senior lecturer focused 

on entrepreneurship  

Business School  

Entrepreneurship major (Bachelor, Master and PhD level) 

A personal interview with associate professor in 

entrepreneurship and management 

Technical university  

Entrepreneurship major (Master level)  

A group interview with professor in 

entrepreneurship and head of student counselling 

Technical university  

Entrepreneurship minor 

A personal interview with postdoctoral 

researcher/lecturer 

Universities of applied sciences (UAS) (7) Study participants (20) 

Business orientated UAS 

Business, ICT, hospitality and tourism, experience and 

wellness  (Bachelor and master)  

Six personal interviews with four senior lecturers, 

principal lecturer and study coordinator. 

Multidisciplinary UAS 

Business Administration, Engineering, Culture and Arts 

and Health Care (Bachelor and master) 

Three personal interviews with head of education 

and research, principal lecturer and degree 

programme leader. A group interview with head 

of education and research and three lecturers. 

Multidisciplinary UAS 

Industrial, maritime,  services, water and energy 

technology, logistics, tourism  (Bachelor and master) 

A group interview with two senior lecturers. 

Multidisciplinary UAS  

Culture, business, technology, natural resources, health 

care and social services, tourism and catering, humanities 
(Bachelor and master) 

A group interview with senior lecturer and project 

manager. 

Multidisciplinary UAS 

Nursing, social services, ICT, safety, business, service, 

restaurant (Bachelor and master) 

A personal interview with senior lecturer. 

Multidisciplinary UAS  

Business, engineering, health and social care, ICT, media 

and performing arts, natural resources (Bachelor and 

master) 

A personal interview with a senior lecturer. 

Multidisciplinary UAS  

Business and administration, arts, sports, agriculture and 

forestry, tourism, technology, industry and construction, 

social and health care, welfare, ICT (Bachelor and master)  

A personal interview with a senior lecturer. 
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All interviews followed the same interview protocol including a semi-structured interview 

frame, and they were recorded and transcribed to secure the accuracy of the information 

retrieved. Interviews were informed by both pragmatic and theoretical interests towards RPL 

and studification. First, interviews were to map the extend of the application of RPL and 

studification practices and the different methods and tools that were used to assess and 

demonstrate the learning and entrepreneurship competencies as well as to understand existing 

and potential challenges (e.g. technical, administrative) related to these processes. Second, 

theoretical interest was focused on the conceptual grounding and usage of theoretical frames 

of entrepreneurship competences against which the students’ gained knowledge and 

capabilities were compared with in the RPL and studification processes. In the interviews, the 

participants were invited to freely describe the existing practices and speculate on the 

possibilities for developing and/or using new tools to aid these practices.  

Analysis of the research material 

Qualitative content analysis (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015) is used in analysing the interviews. 

First the text extracts, which included issues relevant to our research question, were separated 

from the data. Then they were categorized and coded based on themes appearing in the talk of 

the study participants. Categorisations were done first individually by each author and then 

they were discussed jointly to end up with shared understanding of the findings. Hence, the 

coding was mostly inductive and data-driven instead of theory-driven, even if the original 

interview template was based on the existent literature. The aim was to give space and 

encourage the study participants to articulate their sensemaking of the RPL and studification 

practices of their home institutions. 

We see that the study participants are both making sense of and constructing the reality as they 

describe their institution’s practices. Sensemaking they engage themselves in during the 

interviews includes both retrospective and future oriented, ‘reality’ constructing, aspects 

(Weick, 1995; Brown et al., 2015). Each of the study participants is basing their sensemaking 

on their own identity, role in the organization, and organizationally and culturally situated 

bundles of other practices (Gherardi et al., 2007). On the other hand, by emphasizing certain 

aspects of RPL and studification practices they also do their own identity work (Karreman & 

Alvesson, 2001) and legitimize their own or their institution’s role (Golant & Sillince, 2007).  

The study participants were asked to describe the practices their institutions had. Theoretically, 

for a practice to be a practice, it should be recurrent, socially sustained and institutionalized. 

However, practices are also transforming as they evolve. (Gherardi, 2011.) One of our 

outcomes was that in many HEIs, there were no recurrent and institutionalized practices, but 

things were done in an ad-hoc manner. In respect to the previous, two questions relevant to our 

data analysis would be, (1) if ‘forced’ sensemaking of potentially non-existent practices leads 

to articulation of illusory practices in the interview situation, and (2) does doing things in an 

ad-hoc manner constitute a practice in itself, if it is recurrent. There were no indications of 

seeing patterns where there was none. Instead, the study participants quite openly described a 

lack of specific procedures in their home institutions. As a response to the second question, we 

see that if doing things in ad-hoc manner is recurrent and it has become a ‘taken-for-granted’ 

way of handling RPL requests or designing the studification of co and extra-curricular 

activities, it constitutes a practice.  

Findings 

In our analysis of interviews with teaching staff in 14 Finnish HEIs we found both similarities 

and differences between ROUs and UAS in terms of utilization of RPL and studification 
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practices and in ways participants made sense of entrepreneurial knowledge as part of the 

academic curriculum in entrepreneurship. Findings are presented next in four chapters each 

focusing on thematic areas that present the sense making patterns of the study participants. 

Broadly speaking, we detected practical and epistemic questions into which sense making was 

connected to. Practical questions were linked to issues such as teachers’ workload, equality of 

students, and smoothness of RPL and studification processes. Epistemic questions focused on 

such things as the balance between theoretical and experiential knowledge in entrepreneurship, 

the epistemic role of universities and the differences in roles between ROUs and UASs in the 

Finnish HE context. 

Making sense of the instrumental value of experiential knowledge in HE degree 

All in all, study participants from Finnish ROUs and UASs find it positive that students can 

develop and utilize their practical experience and skills in their HE studies. Practice-based and 

experiential learning activities such as project courses and real-life business cases are seen to 

enable the students to achieve productive learning results by allowing the student to be an active 

element in the education process and to engage in entrepreneurial action. The interpretation of 

experiential learning is both instrumental and normative; experiential activities that take place 

outside the class room are seen as a way to achieve educational objectives as well as to 

represent an ideal method on how educative processes should unfold in order to support the 

students’ entrepreneurship competence development.  

Despite the generally positive attitude, however, the study participants have differing views on 

the academic value of entrepreneurial knowledge and skills that is acquired via experiential 

learning experiences outside the official curriculum. The disunity in our data is identified not 

only between ROUs and UAS, but also among similar type of universities that offer 

entrepreneurship courses and programmes. On one end, it is recognised that RPL and 

studification have positive impact in students’ study motivation. Students are expected to be 

more interested in completing courses, when they do not have to study in the class something 

they are already familiar with or when they can engage in something that is practically oriented.  

We are planning to studificate more [entrepreneurial] activities. We know it will spring 

out a lot learning experiences that can be considered valid, because they take place in 

the business life. People who are committed to their business do not necessarily 

graduate, if they decide to fully commit to that path. By doing this we support also their 

graduation. It provides good learning experiences that should be utilized better to enable 

students’ graduation and not to require theoretical, artificial courses from them. (ROU) 

In the extract above, studification is considered a means in a ROU to decrease the drop-out 

rates by cutting of unnecessary academic programme and consequently, making the learning 

experience more doable for the students. Participants, who agree along these lines find the 

utility of RPL and studification in expediting HE studies, eliminating overlapping course 

content and providing the students with meaningful learning experiences that have educative 

function in students’ skills and abilities development. This is especially the case in the UASs 

that each have a general RPL process for all studies that start by the students receiving the first 

instructions when starting their studies. 

We do RPL mostly during the students’ first six months. We at UAS level have such a 

common directive. It is not an official decision, but more like an instruction that we 

should enhance doing this RPL as much as we can. In practice, this means that after 

orientation week and during it so the tutor teacher helps to start the process. (UAS) 
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Whilst the recognition of prior learning is a highly supported and encouraged practice at the 

UAS, the ROUs (with a few exceptions) tend to be less interested in it and have doubts of its 

usability in a research-oriented educational context. Consequently, on the other end of views, 

there are doubts and questions of the benefit of such processes. Some think of RPL that it “does 

not always serve so much the learner – except that the learner gets the study credits” and that 

“one starts to wonder is this because we must get the students to graduate?” (ROU). Hence, 

some participants challenge in their interpretation the Ministry’s recommendations by 

indicating that learning at a university should be something more than getting the degree. 

Additionally, a few find RPL and studification nearly futile or questionable, because ROUs are 

considered places where one should attend of an interest for self-development and not merely 

to collect one’s degree.  

This is not a programme where you can just come and say that ‘I have done in my 

previous studies this, this, and this. So can I have them accepted [in my degree]?’ We 

choose here students who want to learn more and attend our courses. (ROU) 

These views are notably among ROUs representatives, who maintain that there needs to be 

limits as to how much a student can include tailored courses in his degree and how much of it 

can be approved via RPL processes. Hence, the idea of increasing the integration of 

independently gained practical entrepreneurial knowledge into the degrees is resisted. Some 

claim it seems an “after thought, an add-on element”, introduced in the university world from 

the world of “professional education” (ROU). In the interview data, the rational for the 

resistance expressed is twofold. Firstly, RPL processes can be burdensome for both the teacher 

and the student. Because of this, some participants try to avoid it and recommend the students 

to much rather attend the course, or suggest other alternative options that are less bureaucratic. 

Secondly, teachers are particularly concerned of the balance between theoretical and practical 

educational content, and want to regulate the degrees. To solve this, a formula is presented in 

one interview to limit the amount of unstructured entrepreneurial learning. 

In postgraduate studies, in principle, you could complete 60 ECTS by attending only 

transferrable skills courses. We do have some obligatory courses, but you could still 

take a lot of them. As supervisors we should discuss [with students] ‘Maybe you should 

take the methodology course rather than all of those research commercialization 

courses”, although they can be good, if one intends to take that path. Similarly, we 

should have some limit here [in RPL], especially if one wants to study entrepreneurship 

as a minor study. There also has to be something theoretical. (ROU) 

Examples above present the extreme ends of interpretation in our data of the function of RPL 

and studification practices. To conclude, while many HEIs among both ROUs and UASs accept 

the national policies that put emphasis on accelerating the students graduation, the instrumental 

value of RPL and studification is partly challenged and limits to the share of experientially 

gained entrepreneurial knowledge is put forth. 

Making sense of the balancing acts between pressures for tailoring and standardization 

RPL practice necessitates that the student’s experientially gained knowledge, skills and 

competence must correspond with the learning objectives of the curriculum or programme in a 

given HEI. If the student does not pass the demonstration, he can complete the course in the 

regular way in order to acquire the ECTS. In most HEIs, the RPL process is initiated by the 

students in an electronic study system, where the students fill a standardised application form. 

The student is responsible (with the support of a teacher, tutor or an administrative person) to 

demonstrate or prove that he has acquired and possess the academic qualifications. There are 
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differences between ROUs and UASs in terms of RPL and studification practices. UAS where 

the aim is to respond more to the needs of the labour market put emphasis on student-centered 

study paths, albeit as HE institutions also they stress academic qualifications. 

We do it very diversely, always according to which is the most meaningful way for 

each student, and how fast the student wants to do it. [..] This is always tailoring. We 

are go after some certain needs such as the needs of different actors, the students’ own 

needs, mandator’s needs, needs related to teaching, needs of the UAS. (UAS) 

Whilst the UASs are putting emphasis on learner-centered and highly idiosyncratic study path 

tailoring, ROUs are undergoing programme and school level accreditations that increasingly 

steer them towards standardization. The idea of standardization of evaluation of learning is also 

introduced in interviews, where study participants suggest administrative faculty should have 

a pivotal role in the RPL processes in overseeing it is done according to the institutional rules. 

I think it is very good that the head of academic and student affairs participates to RPL 

processes, because she can compare practices in different disciplines. This way, we are 

in the same line with all other disciplines and do not make too obstinate decisions. So 

it is good that the university administration is involved in the discussions. (ROU) 

In interviews, where the role of administrative staff is stated to be important, the evaluation of 

the relevance and fit of the student’s entrepreneurial knowledge with the academic 

qualifications is partly externalized. Hence, the idea of experientially gained entrepreneurial 

knowledge is found something that can be explained in standardized form, compared against a 

benchmark and evaluated also by a person with little or no role in entrepreneurship education 

per se. Rational for promoting the standardization is also to ensure that students are treated 

separately and general guidelines are called for. This is to avoid “students going from door to 

door to meet professors and teachers, and one gave this and another gave that”. (ROU)  

Although this interpretation ensures the quality, consistency and equal treatment of students 

that is called after in the interviews, it also meets an internal conflict: in the interviews, majority 

of respondents resist an idea of a general frame of entrepreneurship competences against which 

the student’s experientially gained learning could be compared. Instead, the learning is 

compared against each course objectives. Essentially, RPL is reduced to a process, where the 

correspondence between academic language and the language of working life is created to 

enable the study administrators alike to find a fit between them. This is in contrast with views 

among UAS that emphasise the interpreting act of the teacher in determining the student’s 

qualifications. 

That stuff lies specifically on the dynamic entrepreneurship principles, but it is 

interpretation. You [the teacher that accepts the RPL or studification] must be an expert 

to do it and you must have experience also. So you cannot do it without any experience. 

First year teacher cannot do it. (UAS) 

There are, still, ROUs that promote the idea of flexibility in HE studying, but not in terms of 

providing tailored options and evaluations for each student. Flexibility can be directed towards 

providing different kinds of possibilities for learning in form of curricular or extra-curricular 

activities, where the university’s role is to structure the learning and pre-determine the learning 

objectives. This approach favours the studification approach over RPL, where the university 

does not have any control in the circumstances, where the knowledge and competences have 

been gained. Hence, ROUs are flexible and open to studificate activities such as events and 



12 
 

programmes with education content provided by other actors in the entrepreneurship education 

ecosystem. 

Each party must see the role and added value of the other party. For example, on our 

side we can promote [to students] that ‘Hey, you can get involved in the community via 

the Society and get to hear stories.’ But the other party must explain what the students 

get so that we can avoid juxtapositions. It is a good starting point when both understand 

and promote in their own events and occasions that we do this together and that we both 

carry out our own mission and we are bigger together. (ROU) 

To conclude, in the data, both ROUs and UASs rely and call after administrative processes in 

RPL and studification practices in order to determine how entrepreneurship experience can be 

fitted to the academic curriculum. On the other hand, while UASs emphasise the role of the 

teacher in interpreting the relevance of the students’ experience case by case, ROUs sense 

making is also connected to ideas of standardisation and objectivity. 

Making sense of the material evidence of entrepreneurial knowledge 

In most of the cases, where a HEI offers a course in new venture creation or business planning 

teachers are willing to recognise the prior experience when a person has established a business 

or worked in a family business. In these cases that apply a widely accepted definition of 

entrepreneurship as creating an organisation (Gartner, 1988), the business is considered a 

measure of the person’s ability to accomplish something. Hence, business is considered a result 

of different variables that are believed to do with the person in question. Among HEIs, 

however, there is a varying degree of differentiating between the venture and the person, and 

the ways students are requested to display organisational, personal or social capacities 

associated with entrepreneurship.  

Main means to proof the entrepreneurial knowledge are producing material evidence of both 

existence and performance of a business including producing business identity code, latest 

financial statements and an updated business plan. In other cases, on the other hand cases, 

person’s ability to maintain business activities in long term is considered a key indicator of 

entrepreneurship competences as it self and any documentation is not necessitated. It is 

assumed that a long career as an entrepreneur is a proof itself of a certain level of competences 

and thus forms a minimum set of skills to run a business.  

Certainly the know-how is very high in many of these cases, where a person has actively 

run a business. Regarding one case, we did not require to see a business plan, because 

we could verify that he has indeed run actively a business for 40 years. [..] But usually, 

we will also review the business plan. (ROU) 

In other examples, on the other hand, entrepreneurial knowledge is directly linked to economic 

imperatives and teachers inspect the financial and business plans to see, if “there is some 

oddness in the plans” (ROU). Although the students could provide the teachers with evidence 

of the existence of a business, some study participants find it questionable, if entrepreneurial 

knowledge can be equated with each other purely on the basis of having a business. 

One must remember that there is different types of entrepreneurship. One has run a hot-

dog stand and other a company with 500 employees. So it is all of this. (UAS) 

Also, while most study participants necessitate evidence of activities within the organisation, 

only a few teachers are focused on the action by the business owner and claim that 

‘entrepreneurship is more of entrepreneurial thinking than starting a business’. On one 
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extreme end a ROU participant maintains that students deserve recognition already for taking 

a change and trying, and no material evidence is required to be presented.  

The challenge is that there are so many different kinds of companies. It can be that some 

are tech-companies, where the development period is longer and the results take longer 

time to develop. Thus, one should get credits also for the company itself, I mean for 

trying. (ROU)  

In the extract above, trying is equated with being entrepreneurial. This interpretation does not 

contain any expectations of the business being running or making profit. Entrepreneurial 

behaviour and life-world become important also in other interviews, where the students are in 

many cases requested to take part in a personal interview, where a series of questions regarding 

the business idea, business functions, and personal experiences of running a business are posed.  

From the entrepreneurs I ask questions like “Have you had any sleepless nights with 

your business?  Do you have any customers? Have you ever gotten any reclamations 

from your customers? Do you have any employees? Have you done any HR? (UAS) 

In the extract above, the teacher does not only request information of the different company 

functions to determine, whether it is up and running, but also implies that stress, worry and 

dealing with customers in difficult situations create periods of entrepreneurial learning 

(Pittaway, 2004). 

To conclude, in the data, different business function and individual’s behavioural aspects are 

used to determine the fit between the entrepreneurial knowledge in relation to the curricular 

requirements. All in all, both ROUs and UAS accept entrepreneurial knowledge, when the 

student is interested in connecting it into courses with practical orientation representing the 

through, for and in approaches in EE.   

Making sense of the added value academic requirements bring into EE 

In the interviews, participants maintain that the complexity of entrepreneurship as a discipline 

makes is difficult to demonstrate and verify. Students would have to master several skills areas 

such as ‘creativity techniques, business law, business financials, marketing and sales’ (ROU). 

Hence, to teach entrepreneurship is different to ‘teaching accounting in which the teacher 

teaches one aspect [of business]’. (ROU)  

On the other hand, some teachers find experientially gained entrepreneurial knowledge difficult 

to prove (from the student’s side) and verify (from the teacher’s side) against what is expected 

with regards to verifying the critical and analytical skills and mastering the theoretical 

knowledge provided at the HE level.  

We stress that one must know the knowledge basis, too. We are in HE level and that 

means that one should also understand that we have some theoretical basis, too. One 

should be able to read real books and studies and understand what there is. And also 

critical thinking. (UAS)        

Study participants struggle with the idea that experientially gained entrepreneurial knowledge 

provides the students (entrepreneurs) with broader and contextually objective understanding of 

different business operations or aspect of entrepreneurial activities. Consequently, additionally 

theoretical knowledge is needed in order for the student to pass the RPL processes. 
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In specific courses there are topics, questions and views that have become familiar to 

entrepreneurs due to their entrepreneurial experience. Then, it boils down to if they can 

prove they can do [something]. It is not automatic that if you have been able to grow 

your business you know what business growth is in theoretical models. Maybe because 

of this, there are not so many RPL applications in those topics. Then again, we have 

received application in topics such as entrepreneurship politics, business succession and 

venture creation, because they can be packaged more easily. (ROU) 

In case of both RPL and studification, the academic requirements are found important. The 

study participants think that experience is separate from academic learning and through 

utilization of academic conventions such as writing style and usage of academic literature the 

experience is “elevated” to academically acceptable level of learning. Hence, reflection is 

suggested as means to transform the experience into academically relevant knowledge (Man 

& Yu, 2007; Hägg & Politis, 2013; Hägg, 2017). 

Scientific reporting is always necessitated no matter what kind of a project activity is 

concerned. Academic approach is always required so that [the students] can reflect on 

what they have done. No matter what has been done in it can be reflected into academic 

level and regarding one’s own learning. So sources and list of references are included 

and so on. (ROU)  

In addition to the academic format of reporting, the students are required to “show that [they] 

have accumulated learning” (ROU). However, any publicly available information that can be 

used for unstructured and independent self-studying in entrepreneurship is considered 

potentially distorted and not suitable for the accumulation and deepening of understanding of 

entrepreneurship. For example, some study participants maintain that academic approach and 

especially criticality means avoiding fads and trends that simplify entrepreneurship or new 

venture creation process. Teachers doubt students’ ability to deduce larger theories from single 

cases or examples without academic guidance. 

[Participant 1]: We all know that you can google, watch YouTube or whatever, and 

find content regarding starting a business. But will it be understood that it is only one 

model, and it has good sides and bad sides. I think the role of university has to be to 

enable the students to learn to adopt a critical stance and think in which situation 

something works and does not work. Because rarely this type of critical [view] is 

available. 

[Participant 2): Consult type of literature and talk, related to some isms…  

[Participant 1]: Yes. 

[Participant 2] Although I use in my course business model canvas, there are those 

who are criticized it. It is not the be-all and end-all truth in developing businesses in 

the early phases. There are others like this. And what does business model even mean. 

There is academic literature, research and definitions for it. Understanding all this in 

addition to doing business. There is a bigger questions here related what is the role of 

UAS and ours as ROU. I think they should be separated in this regards. (ROU) 

In the interviews, a dialogical relationship between theory and experience is presented in two 

different types of instances. First, participants maintain that theory provided at the university 

enhances the baseline knowledge and experience the students already possess by improving it 

and conveying it.  

If somebody has been an entrepreneur for ten years of course he has some know-how. 

But couldn’t he benefit from the courses, because not all our courses – when excluding 
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starting a business course – are very practically oriented? [..] They could come with 

their experience and attend the more theoretical course and from it they could get more 

advice and hints instead of puzzling over their know-how alone in reflections against 

the literature. (ROU) 

Second, individuals with business experience are seen as a resource in the class room in the 

ways they provide their experience-based expertise (phronesis). Consequently, many 

respondents report that they encourage entrepreneurs to join the courses instead of pushing 

them towards the RPL processes. 

Now RPL leads to a situation where the best experts, in practice I mean, won’t attend 

the course, but instead apply for exemption. As a result, a hefty amount of learning 

opportunities go underutilized. They won’t attend contact lectures and discussions and 

won’t bring their views in it. This is a great loss. I have had several RPL applications 

in my table, and I have thought that this is a very big problem, because these people are 

not in the lecture halls discussing and bringing their experience so that the topic would 

become alive. Because teaching situations are interaction situations and not pouring the 

information. (ROU) 

To conclude, study participants resist the idea of integration of experientially gained 

entrepreneurial knowledge into the curriculum when there is a strong theoretical orientation 

(about approach in EE). On the other hand, they find this experience important in terms of the 

dialogical relationship between theory and practice, and consider that it will bring value in the 

class room. 

Discussion 

In our research data consisting of RPL and studification practices reviewed via personal and 

group interviews with 30 teaching staff members in 14 HEIs in Finland, we noted both 

similarities and differences between ROUs and UASs in the integration of these practices and 

in ways the study respondents made sense of the role of entrepreneurial knowledge as part of 

the academic curriculum in entrepreneurship. To sum, RPL and studification practices are fully 

integrated into the design of the curriculum and pedagogic processes of educational 

programmes in UASs, and a student-focused, idiosyncratic approach is favored. On the other 

hand, ROUs remain skeptical of the role and amount of experientially acquired entrepreneurial 

knowledge in the curriculum, although administrative processes are in place to allow their use.  

In our data, the strong emphasis on learning through action has found its balance in reflective 

thinking (Hägg, 2017). Study participants both in ROUs and UASs emphasise the importance 

of the theoretical basis of entrepreneurship tying it closer to other mainstream HE education 

(Pittaway and Cope, 2007). On the other hand, some study participants proclaim theories are 

even somewhat useless for entrepreneurs. It can be that emphasizing the importance of 

theoretical knowledge is a defense reaction to perceived threat to the role and power of the 

HEIs, or it can be that the study participants see that experientially gained entrepreneurship 

knowledge and theoretical knowledge are both necessary building blocks for entrepreneurial 

knowledge. Here, theoretical knowledge is not necessarily opposite to experience-based 

knowledge. Theories can be seen as generalizations of practices that are used as tools to make 

sense, reflect against and cope with the everyday challenges that student entrepreneurs 

encounter (cf. Kolb, 1984).  

In the interviews, entrepreneurship is understood in many ways, but emphasis is put on creating 

an organization (Gartner, 1988) and considering entrepreneurship as behaving 
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entrepreneurially (Gibb 2005). The sense making of the role of entrepreneurial knowledge is 

also multidimensional. The findings in the data of both ROUs and UAS highlight specific 

issues working at different levels when making sense of entrepreneurial knowledge in relation 

to the curriculum: theoretical (denoting entrepreneurship as a discipline), institutional 

(denoting organizational objectives and requirements), practical (denoting guidelines and 

administrative processes) and HE political (denoting the role of HEIs in producing 

entrepreneurial individuals). Especially, the epistemic questions related to control over 

curriculum are made visible when discussing whether RPL and studification practices are 

doable or relevant in the frame of EE. 

Findings from our study suggest that while Finnish HEIs have taken up the recommendations 

provided by the Ministry of Education and Culture on providing the HE students with support 

for self-employment orientations and entrepreneurship in different forms, they partly struggle 

with adjusting experientially gained and practice-oriented entrepreneurial knowledge with the 

academic requirements in connection with RPL and studification practices. 

With regards to further research, more research is needed on how educators responsible for 

planning and delivering EE curriculum in HE navigate between different kinds of expectations 

and make educational decisions in their contexts. For example, more exploration into formal 

and informal ways of utilization of experientially gained entrepreneurial knowledge in the 

curriculum could provide one avenue to study this topic more.  
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