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A Critical Perspective on Learning Outcomes and the Effectiveness of Experiential 

Approaches in Entrepreneurship Education: Do we innovate or implement?  

 

Purpose: We conduct a critical appraisal of how experiential approaches can more effectively 

enhance the achievement of desired learning outcomes in entrepreneurship education. In 

particular, we critique whether actual learning outcomes can be profitably used to measure 

effectiveness; and consider how student performance can be evaluated through the twin lenses 

of implementation or innovation.  

Design/methodology/approach: We undertook a review of both traditional and experiential 

approaches to entrepreneurship education. In addition to comparing these approaches, we 

critiqued a number of ‘taken for granted’ assumptions regarding the effectiveness of 

experiential approaches to entrepreneurship education and made recommendations.    

Findings: Although there is a large body of research on experiential approaches towards 

entrepreneurship education, we know little about how these approaches contribute towards the 

effective achievement of desired learning outcomes. Whilst many authors claim that such 

approaches are effective, such assertions are not supported by sufficient robust evidence. Hence 

we need to establish more effective student performance evaluation metrics. In particular 

whether: (1) actual learning outcomes are appropriate measures of effectiveness; and (2) we 

should evaluate student performance through the lenses of the two ‘Is’ - implementation or 

innovation. 

Practical implications: Whether actual learning outcomes are used as a measure of 

effectiveness at all needs to be critiqued further. Implementation involves doing things that are 

determined by others and matching against their expectations, whereas innovation comprises 

producing multiple and varied solutions that respond to change and often surprise. 

Originality/value: Through revisiting the discussions on the art and the science of 

entrepreneurship education, this article represents an initial critical attempt – as part of an 

ongoing study – to fill a gap in entrepreneurship education research. The article, therefore, has 

significant value for students, entrepreneurship educators, and policy-makers.  
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1. Introduction 

Despite extensive research into entrepreneurship education1 (e.g. Dainow, 1986; Gorman et al, 

1997; Hannon et al, 2004; Pittaway and Cope, 2007b; Solomon et al, 1994; Blenker et al, 2014), 

many studies focus upon pedagogical “good practice”, rather than establishing its effectiveness. 

As well as achieving the social goals of any curriculum in terms of enabling students to fulfil 

their potential and ultimately to obtain gainful employment, entrepreneurship can also 

potentially be evaluated to establish whether it meets its desired objectives or learning 

outcomes. Our aim, therefore, is to conduct a critical appraisal of how experiential approaches 

can more effectively enhance the achievement of learning outcomes in entrepreneurship 

education. In particular, we critique whether actual learning outcomes can be profitably used 

to measure effectiveness; and consider how student performance can be evaluated through 

lenses of implementation or innovation.  

 

Blenker et al (2008) argued that entrepreneurial skills cannot be taught properly or effectively 

within many universities due to their faculty’s inability to motivate students to innovate and 

the lack of the right type (i.e. experiential) of pedagogical approaches. Concomitantly, this 

paper does not attempt to analyse or assess students’ skills and “competencies” (Binks et al, 

2006; Blenker et al, 2008) but rather more specifically whether desired learning outcomes are 

achieved. Whilst entrepreneurship education advocates have developed philosophical 

underpinnings (e.g. Hannon, 2005), the linkage between philosophical thinking on experiential 

education and entrepreneurship education (and its outcomes) remains tenuous. It appears to be 

expected that experiential approaches will lead to effective learning, but the authors question 

if realistic and constructively aligned learner performance evaluation metrics are in place.  

Further research upon this topic is necessitated by the paucity of ‘evaluations of effectiveness’, 

or ‘how learning strategies influence the development of entrepreneurial competences, and the 

‘need to evaluate programmes’ (Henry et al, 2003; see also Henry et al, 2005a, b). This article 

focuses upon experiential approaches and their effectiveness in terms of learning outcomes.     

In doing so, we seek to address Pittaway and Edwards’ (2012: 794) call, in this journal, for  

“more careful consideration of assessment practice in entrepreneurship education … 

particular forms of assessment practice (e.g. reflective and peer assessment) more 

deeply with a need to explore what value they provide.”  

                                            
1 Defined as: “the process of providing individuals with the ability to recognise commercial opportunities and the insight, 
self-esteem, knowledge and skills to act on them” (Jones and English, 2004: 356). 
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We follow the following structure. In Section 2, we compare and contrast traditional 

approaches to entrepreneurship education with more recent experiential approaches. In Section 

3, we consider the effectiveness of entrepreneurship education, especially in terms of learning 

outcomes. In Section 4, we focus particularly upon a number of implications for practice which 

relate to, first, whether we should use actual learning outcomes as a measure of effectiveness 

and, second, whether we should evaluate student performance through the lenses of 

implementation or innovation. Finally, in Section 5, we provide conclusions, recommendations 

and some suggestions for future research.  

2. Entrepreneurship Education Approaches: Traditional versus Experiential  

This section contrasts more traditional, lecture-based approaches to the more innovative 

experiential approaches to entrepreneurship education (which are heavily influenced by the 

seminal learning theories of Dewey, 1938; Lewin, 1942; Kolb, 1984).  First, we examine the 

way in which competence-based approaches have helped to develop students’ knowledge and 

expertise and thereby contribute to the achievement of learning outcomes (which we return to 

in Section 3). Studies have specifically documented how experiential approaches are viable for 

entrepreneurship education (Cooper et al, 2004; Heinonen and Poikkijoki, 2006). The 

‘entrepreneurial-directed approach’ has been evaluated, including by analysis of learning 

diaries, by Heinonen and Poikkijoki (2006), noting that this approach not only imbues students 

with ‘entrepreneurial skills and behaviours’ (as defined above and explained below) but also 

widens their ‘perspectives’ (ibid: 80). Indeed, Heinonen and Poikkijoki (2006) focus upon the 

holistic individual, not just on his or her knowledge and – through ‘learning by doing’ and 

reflection – the student becomes more competent and skilled in the important elements of 

entrepreneurial practice, such as recognizing opportunities (ibid). Taatila (2010) describes 

experiential projects as the ‘most effective’ method of learning because they are ‘pragmatic’ 

and use an ‘abductive’, rather than deductive or inductive, approach (ibid). Both authors 

highlight how ‘holistic’ entrepreneurial (psychological) competencies, rather than just rote 

learning, may be gained through more effective experiential approaches. Cooper et al’s (2004: 

11) evaluation of an experiential entrepreneurship programme in a Scottish university 

concluded that: ‘the traditional lecture-based, didactic methods of teaching and learning alone 

are insufficient’. Such experiential approaches, could – speculatively – increase the learning 

outcomes of students on entrepreneurship courses, and arguably these approaches are assumed 

to enable entrepreneurial competences to be learned through experience.  
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Second, we consider some exemplars of experiential entrepreneurship education approaches 

that have been highlighted to be more excellent than traditional approaches.  Methods identified 

in the US included the rising utilisation of technology, business plan writing and guest lectures 

by entrepreneurs, and also class participation, rather than traditional lectures (Solomon, 2007). 

Although Solomon’s (2007) review does not suggest particularly experiential approaches, it is 

supported by national reviews elsewhere (Ibrahim and Soufani, 2002; Lewis and Massey, 2003; 

Hannon et al, 2006; Rae et al, 2010). ‘Action learning’ has been posited as a better alternative 

than just delivering information to students (Leitch and Harrison, 1999). Meanwhile, this 

approach is supported by evidence that what entrepreneurs are taught ‘in textbooks’ varies from 

what they actually do in practice (Edelman et al, 2008), though that does not necessarily mean 

that they are doing the right thing, nor would textbook learning actually make them more 

competent entrepreneurs. Consequently, there are no real conclusions to these studies, as they 

are most tentative and suggest that experiential approaches ‘might’ improve entrepreneurial 

outcomes, while learning outcomes are proxied by some kind of learning and competency 

development. Various exemplars of ‘innovative’ approaches to entrepreneurship education 

have been offered (such as by Kuratko, 1989; Hindle, 2001; Desplaces et al, 2009; Mitchell 

and Chesteen, 1995). Experiential corporate entrepreneurship education (Heinonen, 2007; 

Tunstall and Lynch, 2010), problem-based learning (Tan and Ng, 2006), how students can learn 

from failure and deal with its emotional impact (Shepherd, 2004), and entrepreneurship 

education for social entrepreneurs (Tracey and Phillips, 2007) are some key exemplars of 

experiential approaches to entrepreneurship education. Finally, some recent thinking on 

experiential entrepreneurship education addresses cognition (for example, Krueger, 2007; 

Kickul et al, 2010) with evidence that creatively cognitive students are more likely to intend to 

start a business (Hamidi et al, 2008), with other studies on how one can simulate the process 

of starting a business (Robinson, 1996), and how understanding cognitive processes in 

creativity can help with the development of entrepreneurship education approaches (Penaluna 

et al, 2010). There remains limited knowledge on how these approaches contribute towards 

effective achievement of learning outcomes, nor that robustly appropriate learning outcomes 

are being employed. If we further consider that implementing previously agreed and anticipated 

norms and approaches aids the evaluation of learner performance, the question arises as to how 

this kind of assessment facilitates new discoveries and the kinds of unexpected outcomes that 

we associate with innovation and creativity. If we cannot foresee the outcome because the 

innovation is not yet known, how can we measure student performance?  
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3. Effectiveness and Actual Learning Outcomes in Entrepreneurship Education 

Accordingly, this section explores some of the literature on the effectiveness of 

entrepreneurship education, particularly in terms of learning outcomes. Prior studies, though 

limited and being most prevalent in recent years, have attempted to assess the effectiveness of 

entrepreneurship education, despite an apparent ‘mismatch’ between what entrepreneurs need 

and ‘actual outcomes’ (Matlay, 2008) and perceptions “not matching students’ skill 

expectations with skill acquisition” (Cheng et al, 2009). Although outcomes are influenced by 

‘underpinning philosophy’ (Hannon, 2005), that does not necessarily link objectives with actual 

learning outcomes and these need to be fully understood (Hytti and O’Gorman, 2004). Whilst 

graduates not having sufficient ‘work experience’ is likely to militate against successful start 

up (Edwards and Muir, 2005), key weaknesses of entrepreneurship education included a lack 

of focus upon ‘competence’ (rather on ‘knowledge’) (Garavan and O'Cinneide, 1994: 3). 

Indeed, many established entrepreneurship education approaches are not experiential as such, 

but tend to involve traditional lectures and also business planning assessment (Honig, 2004; 

Pittaway and Edwards, 2012).  First, we group together different measures of effectiveness that 

have been identified. These have included those which suggested that learners’ ‘propensity and 

intentionality’ is increased, but it is unknown whether they are thus ‘more effective 

entrepreneurs’ (Pittaway and Cope, 2007a),  or their ‘perceptions of the desirability and 

feasibility of starting a business’ alters (Peterman and Kennedy, 2003), while other studies (e.g. 

McMullan and Gillin, 1998; Vij and Ball, 2010; Vij, 2014) found that entrepreneurship 

education programmes encourage students to consider starting their own business.  

 

Second, we contemplate how actual learning outcomes of experiential entrepreneurship 

education can be more effectively evaluated. Experiential approaches can potentially improve 

the creative capacity of students (Gundry and Kickul, 1996), which could thereby enhance their 

ability to discover and exploit opportunities. This is important, because assessing student 

performance on their ability to make discoveries for themselves, becomes an essential aspect 

of the learning journey. For example, students may to work alongside, and learn from, actual 

entrepreneurs and thus build their competencies (Collins et al, 2006) but where, we question, 

is the associated learning and performance enhancement effectively evaluated? The argument 

could also be posited: are the entrepreneurs appropriately informed to assess and evaluate the 

learner? If not, as we would suggest, the role falls back on those with enhanced understanding 

of the learning journey and what could have been achieved.  
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Third, we consider assessment practice in light of the clear distinction between the ‘art’ and the 

‘science’ of entrepreneurship (Jack and Anderson, 1999; Anderson and Jack, 2008). Whilst 

other authors consider the ‘art’ and ‘science’ (Jones and English, 2004; Henry et al, 2005b), 

part of the ‘art’ includes methods of assessing ideas generation within the ‘creative disciplines’ 

that can be adapted to entrepreneurship education courses (Carey and Matlay, 2010), which is 

relevant to this article given that both the ‘art’ and ‘science’ must be inculcated in students. 

Within entrepreneurship education programmes, therefore, students can be introduced to the 

‘science’ relating to management and functional specialisms within businesses, which are 

perhaps best tackled through more traditional teaching and assessment methods that require the 

implementation of known theories and practices. It is clearly the ‘art’ that experiential 

approaches can be most effective in improving students’ competencies in (as proxied by 

learning outcomes) – and we focus on opportunity identification (in many ways, primarily the 

‘art’) and exploitation (for example, through strategy and marketing, which is the ‘science’) 

and, consequently, the former would be more likely to be even more enhanced by experiential 

approaches. Moreover, assessing against known and well-defined outcomes with easily 

forecast able targets, differs significantly from scenarios where students may be required to 

demonstrate adaptability and resilience alongside abilities to pivot and change direction – as is 

the norm within ever changing circumstances and innovative ideas generation / opportunity 

recognition. Here, iteration and acceptance of change becomes a more appropriate goal. 

Hannon et al (2005) highlight that ‘traditional’ learning and teaching approaches within 

business schools are less effective, such that ‘entrepreneurial skills, knowledge and behaviour’ 

are more likely to developed through ‘co-learning’, confirming Daly’s (2001) analysis of 

satisfaction surveys and ‘reflection papers’, and the finding that experiential approaches 

enabled students to enhance the levels of finance that they were able to obtain for student 

societies, as well as increasing their community engagement. However, the literature appears 

to rely upon conceptual papers as there is still a lack of empirical studies, and some that are 

ostensibly empirical (for example, Hartshorn and Hannon, 2005) rely upon a single case. 

Finally, evidence from Finland suggests that students’ motivations affect their ability to develop 

ideas for entrepreneurial contexts (Hytti et al, 2010). Pittaway et al (2009) highlighted the 

importance of linking learning outcomes and assessment methods, and that one way of 

assessing the effectiveness of experiential entrepreneurship education lies in the analysis of 

such assessment, for example reflective diaries. In the next section we focus upon the 

appropriateness of using learning outcomes to assess the effectiveness of entrepreneurship 

education, and contrast the two lenses of implementation and innovation. 
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4. Effectiveness, Learning Outcomes and Student Assessment: implement or innovate? 

First, why use actual learning outcomes as a measure of effectiveness at all? Effectiveness 

relates to purpose and also to creating perceived value for people who care – and the implication 

is all the people who care. So we have to ask: why are we teaching this module (or paper), for 

whom and what is it they are looking for? It is the answers to these questions that should drive 

the learning outcomes if they are to be used to measure effectiveness. But are they really 

outcome driven and value related – or rather more likely to be based on academic assumptions 

and preferences. It can also be argued that creativity and innovation can only be evidenced in 

contexts, and that a student’s learning environment will impact on the essential ingredient of 

newness. What may be new to one individual, group or society, may well be well-trodden 

ground to another. Learning outcomes might also relate more readily to measures of efficacy 

(are the stated learning objectives or desired learning outcomes being delivered?) and 

efficiency (can the learning objectives or desired outcomes be achieved with the resources 

available basically?). It is also an interesting question as to whether the relevant learning 

objectives (desired outcomes)  are generic and relevant for experiential entrepreneurship 

‘anywhere’ or whether (and how much) they are location-specific and thus vary from 

programme to programme depending on local needs. Is there any risk that a module or paper 

is really valuable for students in developing entrepreneurial orientation or entrepreneurship 

skills (which are both laudable and relevant outcomes), and it is delivered well by capable staff, 

but it fails to meet poorly specified desired learning outcomes. So it is not judged effective? 

The nature of experiential entrepreneurship approaches is that there is broad purpose and 

direction but an unclear route – participants (educators as well as students) learn as they go 

along about the value and relevance of particular choices and actions. There are therefore two 

themes – learning about specific cause and effect themes within the context of the purpose – 

and a broader purpose of refining behaviour and judgement capabilities. The educator’s role is 

fundamentally to provide opportunities for students to experience and to learn. How specific 

can we realistically be about just what they learn however? They all start from different starting 

points, so we have to query how well we are setting the desired learning outcomes if we are 

using them as a measure of effectiveness. We could consider what we believe experiential 

approaches to entrepreneurship are really about and whether the desired learning outcomes we 

traditionally employ truly ‘stack up’. 

 

 



9 
 

Second, when developing desired learning outcomes to differentiate more effectively between 

the art and the science elements, should we evaluate specific aspects of student performance 

through the lenses of implementation or innovation? Recalling that, a new idea or new initiative 

that takes advantage of complex or confusing environments will be by its very nature, 

unpredictable, utilising performance measures that are reliant on ‘known knowns’ becomes 

problematic. Conversely, skills relating to the generation of alternative ideas and the ability to 

see multiple solutions, so as to become adaptable flexible thinkers who demonstrate initiative, 

independence and innovation, become the imperative. This is not to say that retaining 

knowledge that is measurable against accepted norms and knowns should be discarded, far 

from it, however making distinctions between learning for ‘Innovation’ and learning for 

‘Implementation’ help to define the dissimilar nature of these learning requirements. 

 

Further articulated as the two I’s – Implementation (of predictable outcomes) and Innovation 

(of the process of being innovative), these evaluations can also be seen to relate to alternative 

thinking styles, those of divergent thinking (broad wide, interdisciplinary and tentative), with 

those of convergent thinking (eliminating aspects that are perceived to lack value and focusing 

on implementation through the use of existing knowledge and strategic approaches). To further 

simplify this, the two lenses could be seen as follows.  First, implementation involves doing 

things that are determined by others and matching against their expectations. Second, 

innovation comprises producing multiple and varied solutions that respond to change and often 

surprise. The following list is tentative and based on practical approaches that are being 

developed in response to calls for more effective evaluation of both educator and student 

performance (ANONYMIZED)2, and Table 1 presents indicators of the kinds of distinctions 

that may be made.  

<INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE>  

                                            
2 ANONYMIZED 
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The appropriateness of assessment could also be aligned to the type and nature of learning 

opportunity being targeted. Whenever there is a high degree of uncertainty, for example in 

technological environments where the requirement for newness and change is constant, the 

innovation-based learning activities and associated performance evaluations become more 

pertinent, whereas student responses that are intended to relate to known knowledge, rules, 

standards and norms are implementation. Our article’s main contribution is the elaborations we 

offer on our evolving perception that educators need to make these distinctions, and are based 

on the literature and associated discussions surrounding the art and the science of 

entrepreneurial education. 

4. Conclusions and Implications 

In terms of articulating the rationale for this research: first, we need to establish the 

effectiveness of experiential approaches so that investment in these by Government and 

universities may be justified; and, second, in the literature review we have identified that the 

argument for experiential entrepreneurship approaches is under-developed in that it launches 

well, continues to rise impressively, but then fails to “land” because of a lack of evidence of its 

effectiveness. Thus the argument for experiential approaches is two-fold but with a missing 

third fold. First, ‘traditional’ programmes, which rely upon lectures or other directed, non-

experiential approaches to entrepreneurship education, are not effectively achieving their 

objectives, or these objectives are not ambitious enough to achieve effective outcomes. Second, 

experiential approaches are an interactive, participative, realistic, viable, and potentially more 

effective, alternative to these ‘traditional’ approaches and include, for example, simulation and 

other experiential approaches. Third, there is a lack of evidence on their effectiveness. The 

literature on entrepreneurship education, therefore, provides much argumentation – and ‘good 

practice’ documentation – on experiential approaches. These are assumed to be more effective 

than ‘traditional’ approaches. However, the underlying philosophy behind these approaches is 

not constructed upon how effective they are. In particular, we do not know enough about 

whether these approaches more effectively enable students to achieve desired learning 

outcomes, because these are ‘proving elusive’ (Matlay and Carey, 2007: 252).  
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The above research rationale leads, consequently, to the research aim and objectives outlined 

in the introduction, i.e. how experiential approaches can more effectively enhance the 

achievement of desired learning outcomes in entrepreneurship education. Inevitably, its major 

focus is upon opportunity discovery and exploitation, often within team-based assessments 

(Hytti et al, 2010) and how these experiential approaches can make students more competent 

in generating and implementing business ideas, which is how the learning outcomes are 

measured.  That led us to ask why we should use actual learning outcomes as a measure of 

effectiveness at all? And to consider in some depth the two Is – Implementation (of predictable 

outcomes) and Innovation (of the process of being innovative). In this article, in seeking to 

address Pittaway and Edwards’ (2012: 794) call for “more careful consideration of assessment 

practice in entrepreneurship education … particular forms of assessment practice (e.g. 

reflective and peer assessment) more deeply with a need to explore what value they provide”, 

our other subsequent research in progress has also conducted analysis of students’ reflective 

diaries to match desired learning outcomes to the actual learning outcomes achieved 

(ANONYMISED). While there is still little evidence from that subsequent research that 

experiential entrepreneurship education is more effective than other approaches that have 

traditionally been adopted, a large-scale longitudinal quantitative study would provide 

generalizable results to explore further this topic. 

 

Although there is a large body of research on experiential approaches towards entrepreneurship 

education, we know little about how these approaches can potentially contribute towards the 

effective achievement of desired learning outcomes, or if the learning outcomes are 

appropriately aligned to the learning. Indeed, whilst it is argued in the literature that such 

approaches are effective because they are experiential, such assertions are not supported by 

sufficient robust evidence of student performance. We must also consider the role of the 

educator in terms of their projected or desired learning outcomes. For example, are their 

primary intentions and subsequent interventions intended to develop knowledge or to develop 

and enhance behaviour? Within this context, we make two main recommendations for future 

research. First, there needs to be greater clarity made in terms of definitions in future research. 

Specifically, does the educational practice look to the art or the science paradigms, and in in 

what measure do these approaches impact on the learning journey? Second, longitudinal studies 

should to be undertaken that map the ongoing career paths of students to their educational 

experience. These should aim to ascertain what levels of transferability can be attributed to the 

two differing pedagogical styles. 
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In addition, future research avenues might include the dichotomy between non-

entrepreneurially-oriented people and entrepreneurially-oriented people and the extent to 

which learning outcomes in experiential entrepreneurship education are effective for either 

group. Building upon calls for more ‘mixed methods’ research in entrepreneurship education 

(Blenker et al, 2014), in this journal, future research avenues could include robust in-depth 

qualitative interpretive analyses, but also need to be supported by equally rigorous and more 

generalizable quantitative methods. Combining these methods in one study would help to 

address some of the still unanswered questions in this theme that have been identified by 

various prior studies. 
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Table 1: Assessment Types – Implementation and Innovation 

 Implementation – assessment types Innovation – assessment types 
Can the student write and follow a 
business plan? 

Can the student respond positively to 
short term and ever changing venture 
environments 

Can the student come up with a good 
idea? 

Can the student come up with multiple 
ideas that respond to changing 
circumstances? 

Does the student’s solution match the 
expectation of the test or exam? 

Does the student’s solution surprise 
through new insights and alternatives? 

Does the student respond to the problem 
identified by the educator? 

Does the student identify new problems 
and opportunities for themselves? 

Is the solution correct, finite and 
complete in the view of the educator / 
evaluator? 

Is the solution part of an ongoing process 
of prototyping that responds to 
stakeholder feedback? 

Can the solution be easily compared and 
contrasted to previous work and 
understandings? 

Does the solution offer new insights and 
potentially challenge accepted 
understandings? 

Can the student adhere to the use of 
accepted theories and practices when 
undertaking an assignment? 

Can the student experiment and self-
define a range of theories that support or 
argue against their findings? 

Does the student follow the rules 
carefully when developing a solution? 

Does the student compare their solutions 
to rules and adapt accordingly? 

Does the solution require significant 
resource? 

Is the solution testable in a lean 
environment, and is it potentially 
scaleable? 

Does the assessment look to past 
understandings? 

Does the assessment look to support new 
understandings? 

Does the assessment look to past 
contexts? 

Does the assessment consider future and 
unknown contexts? 

Does the leadership style in the task 
(teamwork) require decision-making by 
the manager? 

Does the leadership style in the task 
(teamwork) require the management of 
an inclusive decision making process? 

 
Source: Penaluna and Penaluna (2015) 
 
 




