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Abstract: This learning model proposes an alternative approach that allows students to apply what they learn in the classroom to real life by actually getting involved in initiating, growing or critically assessing the potential of entrepreneurial ventures and activities through the EXTEND Model. This approach also differentiates itself from other experiential models in that students learn not only by doing but also by ‘teaching’ as mentors (in the secondary school environment) and as trainee consultants (toward SMEs and commercial organizations). This experiential approach of training students on entrepreneurship is the basis of the model called Experiential Training for Entrepreneurship Development (EXTEND).

BACKGROUND

Youths around the world are constantly challenging schools to provide them with educational opportunities to understand the role of entrepreneurship and to acquire the knowledge and skills required for successful entrepreneurship.  Unfortunately, general recognition of what content should lie at the core of entrepreneurship education has not kept pace with the compelling and accelerating case emerging for entrepreneurship education – especially in the educational delivery arena. In particular, many schools and curricula have inadvertently clambered onto the much better understood and more accessible bandwagon of Business Management Education and require students to formulate a business plan as a requirement in an entrepreneurship module (Marilyn Kourilsky, 1995)
.  

Business Plan as a teaching tool does allow students to explore all kinds of ideas for starting a business, from describing the nature of the business, formalizing the structure of the organization, choosing the appropriate marketing strategy to brainstorming the best funding strategies to start the business. In other words, students go through a structure, logical, and most often innovative thinking process that lead them to the general framework of starting a business. 

However, one major concern of this approach is that students studying entrepreneurship do not experience the practical problems in starting and growing a business venture.  The business plan is often based on preconceived assumptions that are not tested in real-life.

LEARNING GOALS OF EXTEND

The EXTEND programme is an experiential approach of fostering interaction and collaborative learning among students.  It promotes innovative thinking and self-directed learning among students through their direct involvement in real life entrepreneurial ventures. Students are actively engaged in an inductive process of learning by “doing and reflecting”. They participate in specified activities outside the classroom and use course-related theory to reflect on that experience. 

INTRODUCTION TO THE EXTEND MODEL

1.
EXTEND (School)- Secondary School Model

Our students extend their services to students in secondary schools and learn by actually carrying out entrepreneurial activities. They serve as mentors to the school students to initiate, manage and develop entrepreneurial ventures in the school environment. Hence, students learn the practical problems of working with people and in mobilizing resources to get things done.

2.
EXTEND (Business) - Commercial Enterprises / Start-ups and Non-Profit Organizations Model

Our students extend their services through an evolving series of analysis that culminate in a set of value-creating deliverables for the clients. These deliverables involve the application of what students learn in their studies. At the end of the project, students present to their clients a set of recommendations to revitalize and expand business. An extension of their services may include executing some of the recommendations. Hence, students are immersed in real life situations and deal with practical and strategic business issues at the workplace.
APPLICATION OF THE MODEL

EXTEND as a form of curriculum delivery

An EXTEND manual is documented to explain the nature and process of delivery through a team approach. 

As a form of curriculum delivery, the model requires students forming themselves into groups or business units. These groups either identify an entrepreneurial project on their own or are given the projects based on requests of secondary schools and commercial organizations. 

Secondly, based on discussions with schools or businesses, the groups formulate plans and timeline for actions with the objectives of the projects in mind.  All these plans are documented in appropriate forms such as Proposed Assessment Forms and Letter of Understanding.

Thirdly, students are informed at the outset the assessment methods, which usually include assessments by their clients, their supervising tutors and fellow students based on assessment instruments that have been formulated under EXTEND. Debriefs are held in the classroom between students and tutors as progressive feedback.  In addition, the tutor monitors student’s progress through a series of reports. 

Fourthly, the cycle usually ends with a written report and a presentation to clients or culminates in a publicity-oriented event arranged by the schools with the participation of our students.

EXTEND SCHOOL MODEL 

Entrepreneurship is characterised by three attributes: the identification of or recognition of market opportunity and the generation of a business idea (service or product) to address the opportunity; the marshalling and commitment of resources in the face of risk to pursue the opportunity; and the creation of an operating business organisation to implement the opportunity-motivated business idea (Sahlman and Stevenson, 1992)

Opportunity Recognition

The foundation of the entire entrepreneurship process is opportunity recognition. Opportunity recognition often evolves through the process of observation, solving a need, modifying an existing item / idea, reverse engineering or even just through daydreaming.  The outcomes of these processes could be in the form of a new product, a new method of doing the same product, a new source of raw materials or even a new market.  Entrepreneurs are often quick to introduce these outcomes to the market at a rewarding price.  

Under this model, our students are assigned to secondary schools in search of available entrepreneurial projects.  In these projects, our students act as catalysts, mentors and coach to secondary school students to assist them in the identification of a possible opportunity.  Through brainstorming sessions and applying techniques such as “Scamper”, our students will lead and mentor the secondary school students in the ideation process. 

Feasibility Studies and Assembling of Resources 

In order to distinguish between good ideas and realistic business opportunities, feasibility studies will be conducted to eliminate ideas that do not propel to feasible businesses.  

After identifying the opportunity, the student mentors will mobilise the secondary school students to research and gather all available resources (constrained by the support and approval of the management of the secondary school) to pursue that opportunity without any assurances of a definite outcome.    

To overcome this degree of uncertainty, the student mentors see the need to work closer together, motivating each other and committing their resources, time and knowledge to ensure successful completion of the project. Their tasks are further challenged through their ability to motivate their counter part – the secondary school students.  They may conduct training sessions for the secondary school students if these have direct impact on the success of the project. 

Implementation Stage

The most exciting and rigorous assessment of this model is where students deliver the product and / or service vision to the customer market that encouraged the initial recognition of opportunity.  Through the execution of their plans, students physically walk through the entire Business Management Process, from communications, human resources (especially mentoring the secondary school students), marketing, operational policies to financial management. 

EXTEND BUSINESS MODEL

In this model, students are encouraged to think and act in an entrepreneurial manner.  Through the delivery of value added deliverables to the clients, the students must integrate knowledge and skills learned from previous courseware to add value to the business.  These deliverables would be either tangible or intangibles items ranging from new methods, processes, systems, products, and to the introduction of new services that will have a lasting impact on the long term growth of the business. Through wearing the hat of an external catalyst, the students are able to effectively critique the operations of the client’s operation with a view to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the enterprise and to make a positive impact that will promote sustainable growth.  

On the whole, this model allows the students to explore the complex and changing business environment and also to gain an understanding of the consulting process and develop a logical and systematic mindset in identifying challenges and opportunities confronting businesses. 

EXTEND MODEL – A WIN WIN WIN PROGRAMME

Benefits to Student Mentors

· They will appreciate better the multi-faceted issues of entrepreneurship.

· They will understand the challenges in creating, developing and maintenance of entrepreneurial projects.
· They will have much opportunity to take on leadership roles in entrepreneurial projects.

· They are given the opportunity to be involved in entrepreneurship in a controlled yet realistic setting within a fixed timeline.

Benefits to Our Institution (Ngee Ann Polytechnic)

· This model can be a very effective outreach programme especially if a good match can be made between our students and schools (e.g. if the students are old boys or old girls of the schools they are assigned to).

· The programme will help to position our students as entrepreneurial in the eyes of the secondary school students, who are our prospective customers.

· The programme taps on our students as the key resource rather than our staff. It may be easier and more effective for our students to relate to secondary school students than for adults.

· The programme can provide a rich source of media publicity.

Benefits to Participating Secondary Schools

· Students of participating secondary schools learn in practical ways about entrepreneurship.

· Participating schools can avail themselves to a pool of mentors on entrepreneurship opportunities in their schools.

· The programme may provide links for participating schools to access other resources that may be available (e.g. resources from tertiary institutions, funds provided for entrepreneurship development by external organizations, etc.)

· Participating schools may also benefit from media publicity in their focus on entrepreneurship.

Benefits to Commercial Enterprise / Start-ups / Non-Profit Organizations

· Gain practical suggestions and solutions to existing business problems.

· Business processes are being examined and redefined in an entrepreneurial angle to create value for the business.

· Receive professional advice and inputs without incurring huge consulting costs.

· Additional resources to assist entrepreneurs and start-ups to realize their vision and to create sustainable growth.  

SURVEY FINDINGS ON EXTEND

Two surveys
 and a focus group discussion were conducted on the student mentors, teachers and students from participating secondary schools regarding the EXTEND model.  The findings showed that most of the respondents found the EXTEND model relevant and helpful in applying their understanding of Entrepreneurial knowledge.  The students were able to draw connections between their experience outside the classroom and course content taken in conjunction with those experiences. All of them highlighted the following points. 

Survey Findings from Student Mentors

(i) The model encourages innovative thinking and self-directed learning – All the students agreed that they were encouraged to think and make decisions in an entrepreneurial manner when they faced the challenges in creating, developing and maintaining the entrepreneurial project.  Therefore, by “doing and reflecting”, they could appreciate better the multi-faceted issues of entrepreneurship.

(ii)
The model fosters interaction - 100% of the student respondents agreed that they experienced the importance of teamwork, 80.5% agreed that they could put into practice communication skills through mentoring and coaching the secondary students.

(iii)
The model promotes collaborative learning in a real world and not simulated environment - Almost all the students reckon that they practised problem-solving skills and experienced the logical and systematic process of identifying problems and opportunities confronting any real world business.

(iv)
The model enables 100% integration of most of the business course contents in their polytechnic education (from modules taken in their first year of polytechnic education to their current course contents) - 100% of the respondents agreed that they could integrate knowledge and skills learned from previous and current courseware to add value to the project. 

(v)
The model is innovative as it provides an alternative learning approach from the traditional classroom learning by writing a business plan – About 99.9% of the students agreed that the EXTEND model gave them the opportunity to be involved in entrepreneurship in a realistic setting within a fixed timeline and they could learn risk management such as securing and maximizing resources over which they had no control.  Further, all the students reported that the model was motivating and allowed them to experience the excitement of developing a start-up, something that writing a business plan could not provide.      

Survey Findings from Teachers from participating Secondary School 

A survey on six teachers showed the summary of the educational benefits received by their students after participating in the EXTEND model.  The findings were as follow:

(i) Evidence of Developing Entrepreneurship Skills - 99.9% of the respondents reported that the EXTEND model was beneficial for the students. All the respondents found it fitted well with their school’s direction in infusing entrepreneurship skills to the students.  All of them agreed that the model helped their students develop entrepreneurial and business management skills.

(ii) Evidence of Developing Leadership, Communication and Interpersonal and Other Skills - All the respondents also agreed that the EXTEND model helped the students in developing the following skills:

· Work and collaboration

· Interpersonal and communication

· How to maximize limited resources

· Planning, organizing and time management

· Problem-solving and decision making

· Report writing and presentation

(iii) Evidence of Promoting a Spirit of Entrepreneurship - All the respondents reported that most of the students demonstrated an improved understanding of entrepreneurship and business knowledge immediately after participating in the EXTEND model.  Of these, 83.3% noticed that the students were motivated to explore in greater depth about entrepreneurship immediately after participating in EXTEND and the students’ attitudes toward starting their own business improved after they completed the EXTEND model. 

(iv) All the respondents affirmed that the EXTEND model was effective in teaching and promoting Entrepreneurship.  In addition, they all agreed that efficient support and customer services were provided by the lecturers from the School of Business and Accountancy, Ngee Ann Polytechnic, throughout the EXTEND’s duration.

Findings from Focus Group Discussion with Secondary School Students

A focus group discussion for 20 Secondary School’s students
 was conducted on the 17th days of January 2003.  A summary of the findings were as follows:

· Most students felt that this model encouraged them to be future young entrepreneurs and this model allowed them to acquire knowledge that could not be taught in textbooks.

· They learned business and communication skills that helped them to build up self-confidence and be more street-wise.

· They learned the process of setting up a business venture.

· They received adequate advice from the student mentors from the School of Business and Accountancy, Ngee Ann Polytechnic.

· They enjoyed the interaction between them and the student mentors.

CONCLUSION

On the whole, the EXTEND model is a win win win model for all parties involved.  The commercial clients / start-ups and secondary schools benefit from direct, high quality mentoring advice; our students benefit from a rich learning experience; the polytechnic benefits by attracting high quality students to an exciting programme while making a meaningful contribution to the community at large.

The EXTEND Model was developed by a team of lecturers in the School of Business & Accountancy, Ngee Ann Polytechnic.  They are Mr Joseph Seet (Team Leader), Mr See Khay Soh, Ms Dorene Yeo and Mr Lai Yuen Poh.
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