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In this chapter, we investigate a PhD-level course entitled ‘Entrepreneurship for Research Professionals’ and its elements and participants’ reflections through the lenses of transformative learning. The course is targeted at doctoral students in the multi-faculty University of Turku (UTU), but it is open also to post-doctoral researchers with an ambition to work in or in collaboration with business life. The course aims to expose the best and brightest in academia to entrepreneurship over a short period of time. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE INITIATIVE 

Context of the course

Since its launch in 2013 the Entrepreneurship for Research Professionals course is offered for all doctoral candidates at University of Turku (UTU) to familiarise themselves with entrepreneurship. The aim is to widen their career perspectives from academia to business life. As a public university UTU has seven faculties and about 20.000 student including 2.000 doctoral students. The role of entrepreneurship at the UTU was amplified in 2015 when an entrepreneurial approach was included in the strategy of the UTU (University of Turku Strategy 2016–2020) to support the development of an entrepreneurial university (Etzkowitz, 2014; Foss and Gibson, 2015). 

The strategy emphasises multi-disciplinary research and education. As an entrepreneurial university, UTU pursues a strong influence and impact in academia and in society nationally and internationally. It has an interest in being a key player in developing businesses and society. By educating new workforce and developing human capital for the labour market, UTU has a vital role in the regional entrepreneurship ecosystem (for the entrepreneurial ecosystem, see Isenberg, 2011). However, this takes place in close collaboration with other actors providing support (start-up counselling, coaching and an accelerator program for start-ups, financing services, for example) for those engaging in entrepreneurship with an initial idea already. However, activities providing exposure to entrepreneurial thinking and behaviour have been missing, and this is the void we aim to fulfil with our course. 

Development of the course over time

The idea of this course was initiated by the University of Turku Graduate School (UTUGS) working committee, which is in charge of developing joint courses for UTU PhD students. The committee considered it important to provide a possibility for doctoral students to widen their understanding of and skills in entrepreneurship and business in order to lower their possible steps to a business life after having completed their PhD degree. Therefore, the Entrepreneurship Unit at the School of Economics was requested to plan and organise a course on entrepreneurship as a part of the ‘Transferable skills’ curricula offered by the UTUGS. Besides the course ‘Business Essentials’, it is the only business-related transferable skills course and the only entrepreneurship course included in the Graduate School’s curriculum. Naturally, UTU’s curriculum has academically oriented PhD courses in entrepreneurship (covering the theories and methodologies of entrepreneurship research) for PhD students in entrepreneurship. However, the course under scrutiny caters to a much wider target group than business or entrepreneurship students. 

The first course was organised in 2013 with an objective to provide an introduction to entrepreneurship at the individual, company and societal levels. The course provided a theoretical perspective to entrepreneurship by applying traditional lecturing in a classroom format without any focus on the practical aspects. The course did not include any exercises for iterative business idea generation nor experimenting the entrepreneurial process in action, for example. Passing the course was an academic exercise with learning through lectures, discussions and course readings indicating the participants’ learning about the phenomenon of entrepreneurship (Fayolle and Gailly, 2008; Hytti and O’Gorman, 2004; Johnson, 1988). The learning outcomes were demonstrated through reflective individual learning diaries, which were graded as ‘fail’ or ‘pass’. 

The students’ feedback suggested that they would have expected to learn more about business start-ups and about becoming an entrepreneur during the course. Nevertheless, the participants still reported that the course was interesting and that it opened up for them a new understanding of and perspectives to entrepreneurship. Therefore, the course was considered valuable by the Graduate School, but the format and content needed a revision. In the following versions in 2015 and 2017, the course focused on more practical perspectives to entrepreneurship and start-ups. In the revised and current format, the learning outcomes cover the development of students’ competencies and understanding of the entrepreneurial process (Bacigalupo et al., 2016). 

Additionally, we also took the course outside university classroom. Currently, the course is run in the premises of a shared space (SparkUp Turku) which is located at the campus area and which houses several regional players in the regional entrepreneurship ecosystem. The premises serve as an excellent platform for the course, which aims to familiarise the doctoral candidates with business life. Place is an important element for learning (Levinsohn, 2015), so this course has purposefully been organised outside university classrooms. This chapter focuses on the modified course format and the reflections thereof.

Participants from different faculties

The course attracts participants from each faculty of the multi-disciplinary UTU, although the majority of the students come from the Faculties of Science and Engineering, Medicine and School of Economics (Table 1). The course is held bi-annually, as decided by the Graduate School. A total of 40 students have passed the course in recent years. Moreover about 20 have participated in the course without submitting the final learning diary, which is a requirement for passing the course. The reasons for not submitting are mainly twofold: time constraints because of their PhD projects or having no need for study credits (ECTS) but remaining interested in the topic. The latter includes, for example, post-doctoral researchers and students who are aiming to widen their entrepreneurial skills for their future career. The highly interactive team work format in the current course benefits from the relatively small number of students enrolling for the course (approximately 15–20 per cohort). On the other hand, the impact of the course is limited due to this small number. Still, the diversity of the participants (e.g. coming from different disciplines, such as sociology, biomedicine, law and business; and from different cultural contexts) is reflected in team exercises and related learning outcomes as we require teams to have participants at least from two different faculties.
Table 1. Students who pass the course
	Faculty/Year
	2013
	2015
	2017
	Total

	Science and Engineering
	8
	2
	3
	13

	Medicine
	4
	1
	6
	11

	School of Economics
	2
	3
	4
	9

	Education
	1
	2
	
	3

	Social Sciences
	1
	
	
	1

	Humanities
	
	1
	
	1

	Law
	
	
	1
	1

	Total
	16
	9
	15
	40



When applying, the students have to write a short letter of motivation which includes their reason for attending the course, for instance. In practice, all students who are able to justify their motivation are given the opportunity to enrol. Many students highlight their interest in entrepreneurship as they want to pursue entrepreneurial ventures and even business start-ups after obtaining their PhD diploma or at a later stage of their career. However, some of the accepted students do not eventually show up. Withdrawals usually take place after the students receive the final program and pre-readings. This indicates that these students have weak motivation, experience time constraints or are perhaps unwilling to work intensively during the learning camp. The letters of motivation also help the teachers design a relevant course program. For instance, if the students have expectations that cannot be met, such as looking for information on how to register a business, or if their expectations are conflicting, this needs to be communicated to them. Sharing with the students at the beginning of the course how their expectations will or will not be met is important. Consequently, the students are steered to the correct services offered by the regional entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

Intended learning outcomes and modes of study

The course provides an introduction to entrepreneurial thinking and action, and it enables the participants to assess their own entrepreneurial resources during the course. It aims to enhance the students’ understanding of what it takes to commit oneself to entrepreneurship and new business creation. Furthermore, the goal is to make the participants assess their own relationship with entrepreneurial thinking and action, which is understood as an idea and opportunity-creation process rather than purely an economic business activity.

The course covers a ten-hour learning camp and a two-hour wrap-up session three weeks after the camp, as well as related pre-readings. Between the sessions, the participants write a reflective learning diary of their experiences and readings (Table 2.)
Table 2. Course design
	Modes of study
	Key points

	Ten-hour learning camp (The exact exercises should be decided by the participants; below is a general approach.)
	

	Team exercise(s)
Problem definition and idea-generation exercises
Setting and testing the team’s assumptions with tools, such as lean canvas
Sharing learnings
Demo and trade fair, in which the teams share their ideas
Pitching competition
Reflection of the day
	During the ten-hour camp, the actions range from team building to validating a problem and its solution, and, finally, to conducting a demo and pitching competition.
An important aspect is to set aside the participants’ PhD areas of expertise and ask them to focus, for instance, on their passion.
The key is to have a multi-disciplinary group of participants.
During the reflection of the day, identity work is introduced to the participants.

	Two-hour wrap-up session (two weeks after the ten-hour camp)
	

	Reflecting the learnings after two weeks in a joint group session
	The course is built on self-regulated and team-based learning. These not only give perspectives for assessing learning at the individual level but also help the participants evaluate their team work.

	Learning diary
	

	The participants are asked to report their personal learning reflections.
They are also asked to utilise at least the pre-reading material in their reflections and to discuss about the course topics, such as working in teams.
The exact form of the diary is decided by the participants (the form can range from written to video reflections).
	The learning diary enables the participants to reflect on themselves and their team work, as well as to discuss their identity as an entrepreneurial person.



The pre-readings provide the participants with conceptual tools that will help them understand the multi-faceted phenomenon of entrepreneurship and its implications at the individual and company levels. The pre-readings consist of selected scholarly articles on lean start-ups (Blank, 2013), entrepreneurial opportunities (Davidsson, 2015; Wood and McKinley, 2010), entrepreneurial behaviour and decision-making (Fisher, 2012) and academic and entrepreneurial identities (Jain et al., 2009). The content of the articles is not taught during the camp but they are asked to reflect upon the pre-readings or some other relevant literature in their learning diaries. 

The underlying idea of the course is to encourage the students to immerse themselves in the entrepreneurial process during individual and group exercises. Hence, the course deals with experiential learning simulations (Pittaway and Cope, 2007) that take place during the learning camp (Table 3). 
Table 3. Learning Camp Outline
	Rough Schedule
	Activity

	9

9:30



10:30
	Opening
Warming up in a cocktail party
Teaming up 
Problem definition
Idea generation 

Coffee break


	10:45


12:30
	Idea generation
Testing assumptions

Lunch

	
13:30
14


15
	
Learning and sharing
Problems and solutions
Lean canvas

Coffee break

	
15:15
16
17
18
18:45
	
Designing the demo
Trade fair
Pitching the idea
Reflections
Concluding remarks and closing



The camp starts with a guided but imaginary cocktail party and with teaming up exercises during which the participants introduce themselves and share their passion so that they can find individuals with similar passions. After these exercises, the students start mapping their resources as a team. Whilst doing so, they are asked to put their PhD areas of expertise aside and instead share their passions and team up with participants who share these passions. When teams of a maximum of four members have been formed, the participants are asked to discuss their strengths and weaknesses not only as individuals but as a team. This approach enables the students to recognise their team-level diversity and possible void in skills and initiates team cognition, which later supports coherence amongst team members, learning and creativity (de Mol et al., 2015). Thereafter, the participants are guided to discuss common themes based on their passions and to think whether these themes can be translated into something that needs to be solved. This process not only initiates idea generation but also focuses participants’ attention away from their PhD expertise areas. In all, the selected structure of team formation and initial idea generation reflects the talent, interests, passions and skills exercise (Hart, 2018). 

When moving on to an iterative idea generation cycle, the participants are required to engage immediately in entrepreneurial thinking and action, and by following the lean start-up cycle (Blank, 2013) they turn their ideas into problems, solutions and, finally, to products. Throughout the ten-hour learning camp, the participants are provided with tools for ideation (e.g. mind mapping through which participants visually organize the themes, problems, and ideas they discuss in their team), crafting a business model (lean canvas) and reflections (e.g. MOTOROLA reflection tool which puts the participants to evaluate the actions they took and evaluate what went well and what should be improved in the next time) to enable team progress in the activities. 

The most important phase takes place when the participants are directed out of the classroom to test the viability of their ideas with real target customers when transferring their ideas into a solution for customers. This process follows the lean cycle, as the solutions are evaluated and illustrated through a lean canvas tool (Maurya, 2012; Ries, 2011). This process requires the participants to conduct interviews with and collect data from their potential customers in order to validate the existence of the assumed problems. After returning together, the teams are asked to reflect on and share their learning from the problem validation exercise. A similar interaction is needed when testing the feasibility of their proposed solution. Because of the tight schedule involved, the solutions are not validated with potential customers, but instead, the teams design prototypes, mock-ups or concepts of the solutions and develop them further based on the comments received during the trade fairs organised between the teams. Finally, the idea-generation process ends when the teams pitch their ideas to other teams. Accordingly, the ten-hour learning camp addresses the customer search part of the entire customer development framework (Blank and Dorf, 2012). All these activities apply the learning by doing approach. The final reflections of the exercises and the lessons learnt at the individual and team levels are discussed together in class at the end of the learning camp and in the wrap-up session. Accordingly, the participants combine both self-regulated learning and group-based learning, which have been shown to support individuals’ entrepreneurial learning (Harms, 2015).

The methods and activities used are planned to make the participants understand in real-life situations how and when to apply their knowledge, skills, expertise and networks in a context outside of their PhD field. They further need to rely on peer students’ skills and expertise in the team, emphasising the social aspect of learning (see e.g. Vosniadou et al., 2001). Often, the most intriguing phase is getting out of the class to validate an idea with real customers and to learn more about it in order to finalise the tasks. Moreover, as this activity is self-managed by the teams, they have psychological ownership of the process (Druskat and Pescosolido, 2002); working together beyond their comfort zone enhances psychological safety within the teams, which, in turn, supports personal risk-taking, amongst others (Edmondson, 1999). In general, the students are initially surprised by the idea that they are urged to go out and talk to real people (potential customers). 

REFLECTION ON THE INITIATIVE 

Whilst the PhD students in the course were interested with and contemplating on the idea of starting a venture, only a few of them actually had any concrete ideas for a venture. Hence, our course works as a crash course by demonstrating the entrepreneurial process. In this section, the results and learnings derived from the new course format are reflected based on the feedback and assignment which the students are required to do. 

First, the students wrote learning diaries, and, second, in the wrap-up session, the facilitators and participants shared and discussed their experiences with and remarks of the course. In the learning diaries, the students reflected on themselves, their teams and what they have learnt during the process and vis-a-vis the readings they were provided before the program. The emphasis is on learning reflections (Hägg, 2017), so only reporting the activities is not enough. The form of the learning diary is open (the use of photos and colours is encouraged but less used) for the participants to decide, but the maximum length is ten pages. In analysing the learning diaries, our focus is on identifying their eureka moments and extracting the quotes in which the participants mention facing something or learning something unexpected. Thereafter, the identified quotes are categorised, generating six potential learning outcomes which are discussed next with related suggestions for educators arranging similar courses. 

Our analysis indicated how the participants experienced a sense of developing entrepreneurial skills and competencies (Bacigalupo et al., 2016; Moberg, 2013). Even if the course did not involve an actual venture creation, the students described having acquired certain competences that are relevant to new venture creation, and being capable of positioning themselves in the process. Overall, the described learning outcomes varied between the participants. Whilst most students were capable of reflecting on the activities and their own behaviour during the learning camp, this was not the case for all. For instance, two students failed the course because of their shallow reflection in the learning diaries. They just briefly summarised the content of the workshop. Even after a second chance, one of the students was not capable of reflecting from the learning perspective and did not pass the course. This implies that university disciplines differ, and not all of them guide and offer resources for students to practice reflection. In addition, we could, of course, identify some differences between the students even during the camp. For instance, at least one person left the camp without notifying us. This behaviour suggests that possibly, this kind of learning method is not for everyone. These differences probably reflected their different motivations for joining the course and the variation in their existing knowledge and attitudes on entrepreneurship. Thus, learning was contextualised to the individual learner. 

Learning about entrepreneurship

Some participants expressed having developed knowledge about entrepreneurship. Despite the short course format, some reported quite impressive learning, such as ‘I can say that I finished the day with comprehensive, synchronised knowledge regarding forming a start-up’. Thus, the participants were able to obtain a general sense about the concrete steps to start a business. However, there were exceptions: ‘Entrepreneurship as a concept is not new to me since I took probably four different entrepreneurship courses during my master’s program, and my thesis was about [...] entrepreneurship; however, facing entrepreneurship as a practice has given me a new perspective’.  Hence, even if the participants were in a familiar zone (of entrepreneurship studies), the experiential element of the course gave them a new perspective and contributed to their learning. Accordingly, our findings suggest that in addition to the theoretical knowledge the experiential nature should be a core feature in similar short-term courses.

Recognizing own shortfalls and learning needs

When having no or very little understanding of entrepreneurship, students likely progress quickly and claim to have reached a good understanding of the basics. The students may feel social pressure to exaggerate their learning to successfully pass the course, for instance. As facilitators, we need to interpret such manifestations with caution. Accordingly, our second learning outcome deals with enabling the students to recognise their own shortfalls and learning needs for the future: ‘... situation put me under lots of pressure [and] ensured that I need to work on my skill of public speaking ... Even though it’s good to have team members who can complement my weaknesses, I prefer to work on my skills’. For their own future (as potential entrepreneurs), they will benefit from recognising their learning needs. Hence, the finding that the course, even this short, has an inspirational outcome to motivate the students to learn more implies that recognising and explicating the shortfalls and learning needs are worth of being emphasised when organising such courses.

Understanding the role of action 

A learning by doing nature of the course put the students to understand the role of action in entrepreneurship. For example, the learning derived is related to the act of doing, moving forward, as one participant described, ‘the biggest takeaway of the day, as one has to step outside of one’s own comfort zone to actually move forward and do something’. The latter we emphasised by setting strict time constraints during the camp. Since having only ten hours to use, the scarcity of time was inevitable, and thus, exercises were strictly timed. This forced the participants to decide and judge quickly which actions to take (Foss and Klein, 2017). Through this, the learning camp introduced uncertainty in transformative action and interaction between the participants (Berglund and Korsgaard, 2017; Lane and Maxfield, 2005). Succeeding (or failing) under a tight schedule also builds confidence and motivation, and their effects extend beyond the learning camp. 

Participants’ learning diaries reveal their expectations that entrepreneurship training should have a practical focus. This might make it difficult to reframe entrepreneurship as an academic discipline with theory-driven input that may be of use: ‘After doing the initial readings prior to the event, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect anymore, since some of the articles had a decisively academic touch to them and didn’t really feel like anything I had heard about the vibrant start-up scene. The seminar, on the other hand, proved to be much different and very interesting—much along the same lines as the article by Steve Blank—uplifting and exciting’. Hence, one can argue that there is an expectation of entrepreneurship education being related to practice (Pittaway and Cope, 2007) and a form of entre-tainment (Swail et al., 2014) even at the post-graduate level. Whilst academic articles did not meet this expectation, the learning camp delivered on this by being ‘uplifting and exciting’, ‘different and very interesting’, as the previous quote suggests. Thus, we acknowledge the risk that entrepreneurship education focuses only on the activities and practice. Consequently, there is a need to critically discuss and reflect if and what the participants learn from the course. 

Empowerment from the team

During the camp students were surprised and even overwhelmed that this course involved going out of the classroom and approaching their potential customers. However, leveraging team resources (networks, peer support) helped teams make the move and approach customers. Accordingly, the fourth learning outcome reflects the role of the team in entrepreneurship, especially team work and team diversity. Teaming up and working with others are a part of entrepreneurial competencies (Bacigalupo et al., 2016). The course developed the participants’ understanding of entrepreneurship as a team activity: ‘I was able to contribute much to team work, which is crucial for starting a new business ... because a business model requires a lot of expertise. It was a lifetime experience and knowledge’. The learning camp enabled the students to think outside of their own capabilities, contribute their skills for the use of the whole team and learn from one another. They saw the benefits of forming and working in diverse teams to emphasise complementarity: ‘I learnt that each person might have different strengths and weaknesses when working in a team; partners can complement one another ... People from different disciplines have different views on problems and a different understanding of the challenges that might be encountered during a start-up’.  Research has evidenced that teams (and, in particular, the resources that become available) positively moderate the relationship between intrinsic motivation and the learning outcomes (Hytti et al., 2010). However, the students also experienced the challenges of highly diverse teams, because learning from others was sometimes difficult due to varying disciplinary and cultural backgrounds. 
Recent research emphasises that team-based ventures are more successful than solo ones, if the teams are diverse and if they are capable of making fast (and sometimes conflicting) decisions and still get along (Eisenhardt, 2013). Hence, the learning derived on the role of teams is important. ‘In my opinion, one of the most important lessons was the necessity of networking. Having great connections with different kinds of people is something that you can’t get with money’. Team work was facilitated with different exercises, such as mapping the team’s resources (skills, networks). The team activities contributed to the students’ understanding of entrepreneurship as a social and collective process. Furthermore, team experience may also have unravelled the myth of the heroic entrepreneur (Drakopolou Dodd and Anderson, 2007). Here, we consider ourselves, the facilitators, as a part of the team. One of the participants wrote, ‘It was great and admiring to see the passion that the instructors had towards entrepreneurship’. Whilst we clearly understood the demanding nature of the problems the teams started to work with, we never questioned nor expressed any doubt that these could not be resolved. All the tasks were given in a cheery but self-evident way, contributing to the shared belief that the exercises can be done despite the time restrictions, for example. It is important that educators understand their role as facilitators in creating a positive, relaxed atmosphere—or channelling the passion like one of the students suggested—to support entrepreneurial action.

Transforming problems into solutions
The approach on creativity during the learning camp was focused on understanding the relevant problems to be solved. Similarly, the students were made to validate the recognised problems and solutions amongst the potential customers; how they manoeuvred the validation was up to the team to decide and conduct. This approach suggests that the ability to adapt to change and leverage ambiguity is of much greater importance than the ability to predict and plan ahead to decrease uncertainty (Sarasvathy and Venkataraman, 2011). Therefore, a fifth key learning outcome is about understanding and realising how problems can be transformed into solutions when creating new value for others (Lackéus, 2018). This put the students, as individuals, to develop their creative skills and practicing the skill of acting instead of overthinking. ‘The course motivated me to recall my creative self. As a researcher, I’ve had an understanding of my creative side, but during this course, I identified my innovational abilities as well as limits in creating opportunities as an entrepreneur’. However, as instructors, we need to be careful of not transmitting the idea that entrepreneurship is only about doing and acting and that (critical) thinking has no place.

As researchers the participants have the advantage of getting access to the latest knowledge and technology which they can use in thinking of problems of and solutions for potential customers. However, the participants were not asked to develop just any idea but an idea that they all share. A mission that collectively covers the participants’ passions seemed to function as a mutual goal that they could all work with: ‘I believe that grouping people based on their mission was convenient to make the development process less chaotic, in case that’s possible. The mission acted as the reconciling element to start something together’. Still, taking away the strict analytical skillset the participants obtain and replacing it with creativity and taking actions welcome the uncertainty. This, however, enable the participants to realise that the entrepreneurial process is about taking actions towards a goal without knowing beforehand whether the action will even enable to reach that goal (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006).

Reflecting and doing identity work

In this chapter we employ the transformative learning as the theoretical basis of the reflection. Transformative learning requires that ‘new information be incorporated by the learner into an already well-developed symbolic frame of reference, an active process involving thought, feelings, and disposition’ (Mezirow, 1997, p. 10). Learners need support in transforming their frame of reference and to understand their experience (Mezirow, 1997). We regard that the academic readings, the reflective essay and the wrap-up session with participants supports transformative learning. For example, the readings on different professional identities and the potential conflicts between the academic and entrepreneurial identities were useful (Jain et al., 2009). 

In our view and drawing on transformative learning theory (Cope, 2003; Mezirow, 1978) we suggest that exposure to uncertainty, entrepreneurial thinking, and action are important in guiding the way the students see themselves as entrepreneurial actors and  explore their entrepreneurial and/or academic identity (Jain et al., 2009). This we see as the sixth potential learning outcome. Hence, they could see that being an entrepreneurial person could be related to their work in academia: ‘In addition to the application of entrepreneurial approaches in running businesses, I found them (methods used during the learning camp, authors insert) interesting in my research work. They made me wonder how I can exploit them as an academic, [especially] at the present time when academics need to sell their abilities in order to get funding’. They could also identify their strengths as a researcher if they wish to explore entrepreneurship. Through the readings, they developed an understanding that the roles of a scientist and an entrepreneur can be complementary. 

Previous research on entrepreneurship education has emphasised the role of reflection (Lindh, 2017; Hägg, 2017), which we wish to develop further. We do not think that the students––as novice entrepreneurs––would be able to learn from reflection-in-action (Hägg, 2017), particularly as the short learning camp involved a fast speed and rapid action. Hence, learning required reflection-on-action, which was an integral part of the program through the learning diaries and the wrap-up session. Facilitating identity work is seen important for entrepreneurship education, instead of solely focusing on developing an idea or a venture (Hägg, 2011). Accordingly, entrepreneurship training programs––even short ones––should be considered arenas for identity work. The identification of limitations could be turned into learning needs and transformative agenda: what insights and learning do I need to explore if I am pursuing entrepreneurship?  

With regard to similar courses, it is important to allow the students to reflect on not only what they want to become but also their abilities and current limitations. It seems that PhD students with considerable uncertainty surrounding their career are an appropriate audience for these kinds of entrepreneurial activities and for identity work: ‘[T]he uncertainty and insecurity within my academic career have motivated me to study the available options after completing my PhD study, simultaneously with my research work. Therefore, I can identify with the group of academics who are prompted to engage in entrepreneurial activity as a result of their contextual condition and the changes in the broader institutional framework (Jain, George, and Maltarich, 2009)’. 

THE UNIQUE ASPECTS OF THE INITIATIVE

The Entrepreneurship for Research Professionals is a ten-hour experiential program delivered in the context of a formal educational program at the post-graduate level. It connects PhD students from different disciplinary backgrounds in a multi-faculty university. This sets our program apart from most other courses at the post-graduate level. Additionally, the course target group is different from other initiatives at undergraduate and graduate levels and suggests a certain profile for the participants in an educational context that informs their expectations. The experiential learning approach enables the participants to test the entrepreneurial process and learn through entrepreneurship (Fayolle and Gailly, 2008; Hytti and O’Gorman, 2004; Johnson, 1988). The course offers the students a taste of the process that contributes to their understanding of entrepreneurial competencies and may later feed into their potential start-up processes. 

Reflective experiential learning for PhD students

As PhD students, the participants are not only adult learners but also experts in their own research fields. Pedagogically, the course uses experiential learning (Corbett, 2005; Pittaway and Cope, 2007), i.e. learning by doing in teams, as explained previously. Because of the discipline-based nature of PhD studies, it may be that students are lacking opportunities to work and discuss in multi-disciplinary teams. Hence, as all the activities in the learning camp were done in teams, these not only provided a contrast to the participants’ PhD projects but also enabled them to understand the role of teams. The team exercises helped the participants to acknowledge the relevance of the resources that become available through team and facilitate entrepreneurial action (see de Mol et al., 2015). At the same time, the course also provided space for identity work (Jain et al., 2009). Identifying the similarities between academic and entrepreneurial work and identities might be the key for eventually making the transition from academia into entrepreneurship. This may be particularly relevant in graduate schools and PhD programs. Facilitating the processes of identity work of PhD students is necessary to enable them to explore alternative career options.

Furthermore, experiental learning challenges the scientific and analytical core of university education and put practice and action in the front. In particular leaving the classroom to approach potential customers implies going beyond one’s comfort zone and thus entering the entrepreneurial process (van Gelderen, 2013). This approach sets our course apart from most of the other PhD modules and necessitates that both we as instructors and the students consider this type of entrepreneurial learning as legitimate even at the post-graduate level. However, the learning by doing approach is increasingly becoming the most common method for entrepreneurship education in lower levels of education, in general (Jones and Ireland, 2010), and sometimes, the experiential learning method is even presented as the more preferred method (Pittaway and Cope, 2007) compared with the traditional lectures and reading of books. 

On the other hand, the very culture of entrepreneurship––and, in particular, the current start-up culture and the buzz around it (Parkkari and Kohtakangas, 2018)––is transforming the way students, including PhD students, understand entrepreneurship. This understanding informs their expectations, which was also evident in our case: none of the students questioned the learning camp format, but on the contrary, it was the academic readings that caused some confusion with the students prior to the camp. Yet, in our program we specifically assigned the students with the pre-readings to provide the participants conceptual tools. Second, it was asked that the participants use these readings to reflect on their experience in the camp but also their own career paths and envision their future in the learning diaries they were asked to write. Without proper reflection the assignments remain decoupled from learning and remain as a form of entre-tainment (Swail et al., 2014). Hence, providing conceptual tools for participants to make sense of the exercises and practices is important. 

Short course can demystify entrepreneurial thinking and action 

The students acknowledged the role of time and how its scarcity pushed them to act. A clear implication is that using active methods and time constrains seems to aid students’ understanding of role of action in entrepreneurship. The experiences from the course suggest that even such a short exposure to entrepreneurial thinking and action helps demystify them. Hence, experiencing the process from ideas into a business model, the participants started to understand what it takes to start a business. Amongst others, this implies that already a short exposure to entrepreneurial thinking and action can boost participants’ entrepreneurial self-efficacy, but this would require a more detailed analysis. Still, this indicates that the learning by doing approach (Piperopoulos and Dimov, 2015; Van Dinther et al., 2011) enhances the understanding of entrepreneurial thinking and action better than lecturing about them. Moreover, the students’ reflections of themselves as entrepreneurial actors are conceptually transformed from external (someone else) to internal (me). Their position towards entrepreneurship is therefore changed from passive waiting if something is happening to a position in which they can actively move forward (should they wish so). We recognised this change when we developed the program format from the theoretical approach to a more practical approach. This enabled the students to proceed from highly abstract view of entrepreneurship into understanding it as concrete behaviour. 

In this chapter, we have emphasised the short duration of the learning camp, but we have experimented with this method even with less time (only about three hours). In this experiment the participants were also academics but come from a broader range—from PhD students to post-doc researchers and even professors. Even with less time, we managed to run the lean canvas process with several assignments from identifying a problem to presenting a solution. As a conclusion, we consider PhD students and academics as highly capable of processing information quickly, adapting to new situations and meeting deadlines in a fast pace, all of which are necessary possibly in venture creation. Thus, we consider that it is important to highlight the similarities between capabilities portraying the academic and entrepreneurial paths: they are not necessarily two distinct and largely conflicting career trajectories. Although the lack of time is often presented as a limitation in educational initiatives, we think that the scarcity of time may also strengthen the educational design for experiential education. The time restrictions create a sense of urgency that pushes action as opposed to procrastination (van Gelderen, 2017). Hence, we consider the time element and conscious decision to have only limited time as necessary for allowing action. 

Based on the above, we argue that the learning camp did not remain only as an entertaining experience, but it may also contribute to the transformative learning experience. Kuratko and Hodgetts (2004) summarise that the essential components of understanding entrepreneurship include the willingness to take calculated risks, the ability to formulate a team and creatively marshal necessary resources, and to envision opportunities where others see chaos. Hence, we believe that through the camp at least initial steps towards these were taken. Whether these trigger learning and a change in thinking which may eventually alter individuals’ behaviour in the long run (Clark and Wilson, 1991) remains an important future research topic. 

We hope that this chapter encourages readers to experiment with an experiential design with a specific group of PhD students or post-docs even in such a short course. We also consider that this first step of the process, in which the students are asked to focus on their passions (rather than their own research), may help the participants to better understand what is required to create value for others. Hence, this kind of a ten-hour workshop might be a good icebreaker as the first assignment in a longer process in which the participants subsequently start working with ideas from their own research as a basis for research commercialisation. Finally, although the ten-hour camp is all about action, we wish to underline the need for subsequent reflection as necessary tool for learning. These reflections also provide the participants with some space to think about entrepreneurship as something they would like - or not like - to pursue in their future careers. 
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