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Abstract

:

Previous research into entrepreneurial learning has focused mainly on defining its aims; however, there seems to be little discussion on understanding the barriers or incentives involved when carrying out the pedagogical solutions that would enable entrepreneurial learning. In this study, we examine basic education level schools’ cooperation with outside partners, especially from the school principals’ and teachers’ viewpoints. The study aims to understand the perspectives of teachers and principals on planning and organizing school-company interaction. To do this, content analysis was used in this qualitative study. The data were collected via semi-structured interviews with school teachers and principals, involving a total of 35 people working in basic education. The findings of the study show that principals and teachers intentionally select long-term cooperation methods to meet the aims of entrepreneurial learning. On the other hand, teachers that have chosen to apply short-term school-company cooperation methods have highlighted the ease of these methods rather than learning. Finally, our findings suggest that planning and organizing entrepreneurial learning would benefit from school-level commitment where collaboration between teachers and between teachers and company representatives is valued. We believe that would lead to more satisfied teachers and longer-term school-company cooperation, and also believe that short-term school-company cooperation methods would better meet the aims of entrepreneurial learning.
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1. Introduction


The recent report of Innovation Cluster for Entrepreneurship Education (ICEE) [1] indicates quite clearly that students’ entrepreneurial learning benefits from a long-lasting entrepreneurship education experience. While many short entrepreneurship education events may cover learning for entrepreneurship and about entrepreneurship, only long educational interventions also consider the concept of entrepreneurship through entrepreneurship itself [1,2]. This suggests that through genuine long-lasting participation in the entrepreneurial process, a student would be able to gain the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed for entrepreneurship. Surprisingly, the research on entrepreneurship education has barely touched on the issue of long-lasting entrepreneurship education methods [3]. While Johansen’s report [1] focused mostly on students’ perceptions of their learning, teachers’ perspectives on entrepreneurial learning and especially on the organization of the entrepreneurial learning have been understudied. In this study, we focus on one important part of entrepreneurship education, namely entrepreneurial learning. In particular, we aim to understand schoolteachers’ and principals’ perspectives on planning and organizing entrepreneurial learning in various school-company settings.



Multiple studies on entrepreneurship education have argued for the importance of entrepreneurship education in a real company environment [4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13]. Cooper et al. [4] present the continuum of experiential learning in entrepreneurship education and suggest that deeper learning occurs as a student’s level of involvement in an entrepreneurial activity increases. From this perspective, any real-life experience cannot be valued in the same way as an equivalent level of learning, but its benefits do depend on the way that real-life experiences are organized. However, organizing real-life experiences seems to be a challenge for teachers [3,4,14,15]. Author et al. [16] in their study on paradoxes in school-company interaction show how teachers struggle with the plans, implementation, and different outcomes of real-life experiences. They suggest that teachers’ perspectives on entrepreneurship, their competencies for interaction with companies, and the high standards that teachers set for these educational practices strongly affect the solutions they choose.



Cope and Watts [14] introduced the concept of entrepreneurial learning, referring to how entrepreneurs learn and how they learn best. Over the years, entrepreneurial learning has gained ground in research and according to Pittaway and Thorpe [17], the key is the teachers using pedagogy that connects students to the world of entrepreneurs. Kickul et al. [7] state that students can ‘go real, go deep, get feedback’, referring to real company knowledge and a real company environment. Neck and Greene [18] claim that students benefit from doing and then learning rather than first learning and then doing, as young students may lose interest when they must learn about something that is unfamiliar or abstract.



Connection to real-life cases and an authentic enterprise environment in entrepreneurship education are emphasized and requested by many researchers [9,10,19,20,21,22,23]. For example, Roehl et al. [24] call for a learning environment that allows students to participate actively in the learning process. Active participation in entrepreneurship education provides working-life skills and greater entrepreneurship intentions for students [25,26]. Jones and Iredale [6] note that it is worthwhile for students to make mistakes in a safe context and that this contributes to learning. According to Powell [27], students are more involved in learning outside school than in a traditional classroom setting.



We suggest that understanding the requirements and processes related to the organization of school-company interaction is crucial if we are to promote students’ entrepreneurial learning in real-life contexts. Consequently, this study aims to understand teachers’ and principals’ perspectives on organizing school-company interaction. The research question is ‘How do principals and teachers experience school-company interaction and the organization required to make entrepreneurial learning take place?’



In this study, we use the Cooper et al. [4] study as our starting point. They [4] utilize the following as factors for obtaining in-depth learning of entrepreneurship education: (i) teachers’ educational technique, (ii) students’ degree of interaction with company representatives, (iii) proximity to entrepreneurs as a source of students’ learning, (iv) students’ opportunity for questioning during their entrepreneurial situation and (v) students’ involvement. We agree with their approach, but aim to take a step towards teachers and principals and therefore leave students’ views in the background. This paper uses the modified table (Table 1) to describe above-mentioned current entrepreneurship education techniques to meet our focus, which is understanding the requirements and processes related to the organization of school-company interaction. Therefore, we added columns titled “People involved from school” and “Duration of interaction”. Cooper et al. [4] model has elements describing how students interact with entrepreneurs (in the original model “Proximity to entrepreneur as the source of learning” and “Opportunity for questioning regarding the entrepreneurial situation”). In our modified model these aspects are included in a column titled “Students’ involvement”. The modification of Cooper et al.’s [4] model allows us to analyze the teachers’ position in a new light as the central operator making the learning possible.



The highest level of real-life experiences, longer-lasting school-company partnership models (Table 1) are considered to be somewhat challenging to organize, yet also fruitful and useful for students and teachers [3]. For partnership models, more or less formal agreements are important where both the partnering company and the school representative agree on joint activities and aims. Ruskovaara et al. [28] suggested long-term development projects, mentoring, sponsorship, and visits as useful partnership practices. Understandably, those practices require different timeframes for planning and implementing. Long-term cooperation includes recurring visits, cooperative projects, and different partnerships that give students the opportunity to participate in some company functions.



Mini-company exercises are shorter than school-company partnerships (Table 1). These are projects where students create a real company that operates, for example, for a single school year [29,30,31,32]. The students take different roles in their company, and learn idea generation, business planning, marketing, budgeting, and selling, among other things [12,33,34]. The mini-company is created by a group of students who thus also learn team-working, communication, management, and leadership skills. According to Mwasalwiba [35], these are also the most common course contents in entrepreneurship programs. Further, according to Powell [27], students’ self-selected and self-directed experiential activities give them great experience in dealing with uncertainty.



Students learn through on-site experiences while participating in different projects organized together with companies [3,5,6,15,17,19,25,36,37] (Table 1). In the field of social entrepreneurship, this form of learning is also called service learning [38,39]. These in-company projects typically last from a few weeks to a whole semester, and companies may organize diverse assignments for students. Activities outside the classroom, and real-life connections are highly valued by students and educators [4,40,41]. Further, students may also be encouraged to come up with solutions to company challenges where they use their imagination and creativity and connect elements from different school subjects as a solution [35,39,40,42].



Company visits are usually fairly short occasions, each taking a few hours [3]. They provide an authentic environment where the students can see, feel, and get in touch with the real-life corporate world [4]. The downside is that students’ opportunities for learning are only moderate, as the visits follow certain predetermined schedules. Even so, there may be some room for discussion and questions during company visits [3] (Table 1).



The entrepreneur in class option means that a representative of a company visits students and gives a presentation about the enterprise [17,18,35,43]. Students listen and remain rather passive except for a possible occasion to ask questions (Table 1). The visits are quite short, usually one lesson. Online sessions use the same teaching technique as if the entrepreneur were in class, the difference being that a company representative has an online connection with the school class through which they discuss company activities. Students may also be asked questions about the companies [17,44].



While real-life learning has plausibly been covered in earlier studies, less is known about what teachers should do to enable entrepreneurial learning. Some researchers respond to this by pointing to pedagogical approaches. For example, Cheng et al. [45] as well as Smeets and Mooij [46] note that entrepreneurship education stresses the importance of methods that put the learner at the center. The other route has been to focus on entrepreneurship education practices and their implementation. These practical solutions have included, e.g., broadening the teaching and learning environment by completing stand-alone company visits that take a couple of hours [8,42,43,47].



There is still considerably little knowledge about long-term company cooperation, during which students could get to know the diverse activities in the partner companies and participate in their joint projects [5,15,22]. These long-lasting processes would have the best learning benefits [1] and would facilitate the students learning by doing and being entrepreneurial [48].



Planning and Organizing School-Company Interaction


Interaction with companies requires planning and preparation, as it usually means changes to the normal lesson schedule. Schools create their curricula for one year at a time, which include guidelines, objectives, and events for the coming year [49]. A curriculum also should include functional lesson planning in order to create meaningful learning [50].



When planning a new school year, the teaching staff is expected to maintain a balance between different subjects, whilst also taking the main subject characteristics into account. A plan should deal with different ideas with the same level of importance [49], although difficulties can arise due to the different fields, characteristics, familiarity, and know-how of the staff. For school-company interactions, planning includes determining the time resources for interaction, negotiations with other subject teachers regarding students’ timetables, and outlining the preparations for and objectives of the upcoming interaction. In practice, similar demands have to be met for both short company contacts and long-term cooperation, including by considering preplanning, safety, a budget, teachers’ skills, time, snacks, and chaperones [51].



The school principal has a key role in the planning as well as in the implementation of these plans, especially in cases of long-term cooperation [52,53,54]. School-company partnerships and in-company projects require commitment from the school. These methods may require the school to organize the schedules, which could be impossible for individual teachers. The principal’s key tasks are to lead organization and coordination [55,56], lead response development, and provide a long-term view of this engagement [57]. At the same time, the principal should create a positive learning attitude, be inspiring and supportive for teachers, and manage new collaborations with other agencies that serve children [52]. The principal can also be a motivator [57] and enabler when students are interacting with companies. The learning environment for this type of interaction changes from a safe classroom to an unfamiliar place, and teachers should know that they have the principal’s support in case the results are not very successful [52,58,59].



The different school-company interaction techniques require different amounts of planning and organizing. According to Sommarström et al.’s [3] study, the time horizon for planning and organizing the interactions with companies should be aligned with expected learning objectives. School-company partnerships, mini-companies, and in-company projects are intense and require teachers’ active participation in the interaction (Table 1). However, responsibility for the interaction is shared due to its nature, with principals, peers, companies, and students playing a part as well. It seems that while requiring planning, agreements, and organizing, the long-term interaction models provide students with excellent possibilities for entrepreneurial learning in real-life contexts. The short-term interaction models, including company visits, entrepreneurs in class and online sessions, in turn, seem to rely heavily on the teacher’s personal activity. The models also require planning, agreements, and organizing, but seem to offer less for the students.



Entrepreneurship has not reached the same status as other subjects, since it seems to be a missing element in curricula [40]. The lack of legitimacy may lower teachers’ interests in school-company interaction, as the introduction of new pedagogical approaches may make teachers feel professionally vulnerable [16,60]. Teachers’ enthusiasm for and skills in outside-classroom education are also influenced by their previous relevant training and peer teacher mentoring [61]. With no collaboration between teachers [61] regarding company cooperation, these interactions are more difficult to organize. It particularly energy-consuming to negotiate opportunities to interact with companies. Due to the extra work needed to arrange school-company interaction and outside activities, teachers’ personal interests and backgrounds are decisive factors in whether these events are organized or not [43]. Furthermore, as the predictability and control of the teaching situation decreases in events outside school, teachers may choose to stay in the classroom rather than doing outside activities [15].





2. Materials and Methods


This study applies a qualitative methodology and thereby utilizes a conceptual framework [62], since the focus of the study is to understand teachers’ perspectives [63] regarding the interaction between schools and companies. The strength of qualitative research is that it provides for understanding a phenomenon as it is seen by participants [64,65]. This study involves human behavior of the school personnel across subjects within schools and the building of bridges between school classes and companies, meaning qualitative methods are preferable [66,67]. The data were gathered with semi-structured face-to-face interviews, with teachers and principals providing information on the basic education level in their schools.



In the analysis, qualitative content analysis was used as a methodological tool. It is useful when a study aims to explore and deepen understanding of human experience that can be multifaceted and varied in description, depending on the respondent [68]. In the initial analysis, the data concerning teaching approaches in entrepreneurship education and the degree of interaction with companies were closely and carefully examined and compared with corresponding explanations [69,70]. In the next stage, the categories were divided in content-related subcategories, modified from Cooper et al. [4] according to education technique, that is, partnership, mini-company, company project, company visit, entrepreneur in class, and online session. The next step was the analysis of the organization, the processes, and the requirement needed to organize these education techniques, with special focus on understanding which people from the school were involved, what was the teachers’ roles, and the degree and duration of interaction. The similarities and differences in the statements were compared. Finally, as a result, each technique and respondents’ perspectives on planning and organizing entrepreneurial learning are presented.



Sampling and Participants


The study was conducted in Finland. The Finnish national curriculum recommends but does not require schools to adopt entrepreneurship in schools’ teaching programs [69]. Hence, Finnish schools can choose whether to include entrepreneurship education in their curriculum and, if so, in what way and to what extent. Thus, the alternatives are either to have entrepreneurship embedded in the teaching program across subjects, as a separate subject among other subjects, or not to adopt it in the school program at all. The Finnish National Board of Education exhorts schools to cooperate with companies for any of the subjects that they teach, even though entrepreneurship is not a compulsory subject in Finnish schools. The Finnish National Curriculum recognizes a few transversal competence areas, one of which is working-life competence and entrepreneurship [71]. Further, the Ministry of Education and Culture [72] provides some brochures that encourage the teaching of entrepreneurship and suggest how to both start and proceed with entrepreneurship education. The schools have autonomy to make local decisions [71].



The data comprise interviews with a total of 35 people (24 teachers, 11 principals), all from different schools, working in basic education with students aged between 13 and 16. In the Finnish schools, the principal/school manager’s duties involve leading and representing the school, but also teaching some lessons in a subject in which he/she has a teaching background. The principals interviewed in this study took the role of a teacher when discussing how to include entrepreneurship education in teaching practices and the role of a principal when discussing development and how to embed entrepreneurship education in school practices. Out of the respondents, seven people had no contacts outside school; 21 people made visits to cultural places, non-profit communities, or companies when an opportunity was offered; six people had developed long-term cooperation with companies. The respondents were selected from schools both in urban and rural areas across Finland in order to get data that were as comprehensive as possible for this study. The duration of the interviews varied from 17 to 81 min depending on how long and how detailed the respondents’ descriptions were. The interviewees used their schools’ home language – either Finnish or Swedish. The interviews were recorded and transcribed in their original language, but in this study, the quotations have been translated into English to facilitate readers’ understanding of the respondents’ statements.



The interviews used a pre-made framework of questions. These included questions about interaction with companies, planning activities, implementation of interaction, teachers’ collaboration, resources for delivering lessons outside the classroom, practical arrangements, and learning objectives. In semi-structured interviews, it was possible to ask additional questions in order to obtain a comprehensive picture of practices applied by principals and teachers in entrepreneurship education. The interviews started by asking about company visits and cooperation with companies. Additionally, the respondents were asked about visits to non-profit organizations in order to be able to outline the school’s general practices regarding activities outside of school.





3. Results


This section presents the outcomes of the study. We aim at describing the education techniques, activities, and interactions of different stakeholders used in school-company interaction and present respondents’ perspectives in planning and organizing these techniques from the viewpoint of entrepreneurial learning. We start with the long-lasting interactions and continue to short-term ones.



3.1. Partnership


Teachers’ and principals’ experiences about partnerships brought out some interesting insights. First, the motivations for engaging into partnerships with companies seem to center around student learning. That is, principals and teachers indicated that they had weighed up different forms of company cooperation, and selected partnerships due to the better possibilities they provide for entrepreneurial learning. One of the respondents put the thought into words by saying:


Of course, we could just make company visits, but I think the students would get a less structured image of the business world or a company’s function. I think it is better to have a three-year partnership with a company to discover how it works.



(Interviewee 9, principal).







Second, even if partnership is the main model for school-company cooperation, principals and teachers find the organization of partnerships to be rather easy. This finding may arise from the shared responsibilities related to negotiating, planning, organizing, and following the partnership. The respondents explained that the principal, class teacher, and students choose possible partners together. The findings are in line with previous results by Leffler and Svedberg [8], who suggested students being in the key role to impact the choice of a partner for long-term cooperation. The shared responsibilities expand to the actual instruction during the cooperation and concern the joint activities between teachers. One of the interviewees put this sentiment in words:


I think that teamwork, that is collaboration across subjects, will increase in the future. For example, the agreement on mathematics, study counselling, and other reporting tasks when the students may need help from different teachers provides an important value add.



(Interviewee 28, principal)







While shared responsibilities lower the threshold for partnerships, the principals seem satisfied due to noticing that partnerships could be a way to increase collaboration between subject teachers. As a result, they can develop the pedagogical practices in their schools and the embeddedness of entrepreneurship education in the school program. Furthermore, embedding partnerships in the school program supports the legitimacy of entrepreneurship education for teachers [16,58]. Our findings would seem to imply that teachers feel comfortable to continue in partnerships once they get involved in them.




3.2. Mini-Company


The creation of a mini-company is a long-term method for entrepreneurship education. Usually it lasts a period of one school year, the start-up takes place in the fall, and the business will be liquidated in the spring before the summer holidays. The availability of mini-companies depends on school-level decision-making, which affords the method credibility and legitimacy. Mini-companies may be available for students to choose as optional studies. It seems that the method is popular among the students. One of the respondents listed the reasons why entrepreneurship is popular and explained:


Half of the ninth-graders every year choose entrepreneurship. There are many reasons: it is an interesting subject, has an excellent teacher, and the students know that they may realize their ideas. They start all kinds of companies; everything from car washes to bakeries. They have a café here in the school, a photography shop, and a lot of small companies.



(Interviewee 5, principal)







For teachers, the mini-company method appears to be a positive experience as the participating students are genuinely interested in entrepreneurship, they are looking for intense interaction with businesses, and are thus highly involved in the learning. Additionally, teachers stated that the students got extra assistance, as most of the student teams had chosen to have adviser companies to help them [12]. One teacher commented on this as follows:


Companies help us as much as we want.



(Interviewee 33, teacher)







The students’ high level of commitment to the method increases teachers’ engagement in the program as well. As for students, there are indications that the mini-company method enhances their adeptness to learn how to work in teams. Each student has a role in a team and is responsible for a certain function area [12]. However, several teachers have observed that the students often work together without distinguishing between the responsibilities for the different tasks in mini-companies. Further, the mini-company initiative is a well-established program in Finland; there is a national organization to help teachers in embedding the program as well as ready-to-use materials for teachers. The texts are thus already implanted in the school curriculum and repeating the planning and organizing aspects annually may be reasonably easy for teachers [40,49]. This may increase the teachers’ positive conception towards the mini-company initiative.



While most teachers noted that their students were active in creating mini-companies, they also noticed them sometimes needing help with deciding what business to create and with its start-up process. The teacher then has a key role helping and supporting students with their companies [30,34]. In any case, the teachers regard the students’ learning through entrepreneurship as a very positive model [1].




3.3. Company Project


Company projects take a few weeks up to a few months, depending on the type of project. They are company-ordered projects that students do for the client company. In this paper, we focus on two major findings from the teachers’ experiences with company projects.



Finding 1: The teachers show a good level of pedagogical understanding of entrepreneurial learning. They emphasize their roles as facilitators, staying in the background and letting the students make their own mistakes [6]. Projects may cause surprising situations that the students must manage. In this context, company projects have a close resemblance to the way that entrepreneurs learn [14]. The teacher assists and helps the students but must remember not to do the students’ work for them. In our opinion, the facilitating company projects do not seem to cause hardships for teachers. Instead, we feel that once teachers have learned the idea of letting the students learn by doing, they find their own work to be much easier. One respondent explained the process as follows:


The students do not just work for me, their teacher, but there are the client companies with whom the meetings are held and decided what kind of press release would be written and so on. The things must be done before the deadline. Sometimes the atmosphere is chaotic, but I as a teacher must sit on my hands and not do anything, not even make any telephone calls, because the students have to cope with the situation, and the next time it will be easier. I could do it in a moment, but students have to have the opportunity to learn.



(Interviewee 40, teacher)







Finding 2: The teachers commented on value creation for the clients. In this context, teachers talked fluently about companies as clients expecting specific services, problem-solving, and sticking to the schedule [4,39]. They emphasize issues such as value creation, open endedness, real negotiations with the client companies, carrying out orders, and keeping to deadlines. Examples of orders given by the respondents were decorating a shop window, providing music entertainment at a company party, or carrying out a survey for the client customer. Teachers reported that interaction with client companies is intensive, and that it is real work offering students the chance to develop realistic problem-based situations [36].




3.4. Company Visits


Teachers share a fairly negative view on company visits. Their negative experiences are founded on two main points. First, organizing company visits seems to depend mostly on teachers and their interest in taking students outside school [4]. Some of the teachers noted that they let the students decide which company to visit. Nevertheless, most respondents who had organized visits were of the opinion that there would be no visits unless they personally organized them. Some of the teachers indicated that planning the actual program in a company was especially difficult. Keeping this in mind, the teachers were expecting competent help from the companies. One of the respondents stated that:


It is good to have a proficient company person plan something concrete for the students; otherwise there is no reason for a visit if we are just going to listen to a presentation about sales figures and other similar information.



(Interviewee 18, teacher)







As the excerpt above shows, several teachers pointed to an interest in getting something ‘concrete’ instead of just hearing about business facts. It may be assumed that these teachers are looking for more intense interaction from the visits. This finding is the second reason for negativity; teachers feel that company visits offer too little for the students. The disappointment is related to two main issues: (i) the company representatives’ competencies for dealing with students, and (ii) the students’ limited opportunities for interaction with the companies and their representatives. The problems of dealing with students may derive from communication difficulties between a teacher and a company representative when planning a suitable program for the students [47]. We do not know how company representatives find company visits, and moreover, there may not be a clear understanding of who needs to plan and organize the visits, that is, what is the role of a company representative and what are the roles of a teacher and students. According to the respondents, company visits follow a certain pattern:


They used to tell us about what it is like to work there and so… then we do the walk-through and see the production section and the packing section if they have it. It takes a few hours.



(Interviewee 13, teacher)







Teachers commented that a well-planned presentation is informative and leaves time for questions that have arisen during the presentation. That would be the moment when students have the possibility to be active, ask questions, and interact with the company. Usually the latter half of the visit is taken up by a walk-through when students can see the activities in a company. Some of the respondents described the walk-throughs as the part that is most appreciated by the students. This is understandable and in line with what Cooper et al. [4] highlighted: Students like to have a chance to see, touch, and feel what is happening in the world out there. Students’ involvement in this learning process varies from low to moderate, and they may have an opportunity to ask questions about a company presentation [22].




3.5. Entrepreneur in Class


Organizing real-life experiences constitutes a barrier to teachers. In this context, inviting entrepreneurs to the classroom sheds light on an interesting perspective on entrepreneurship education. Neck and Greene [18] suggest that some teachers address entrepreneurship and working-life skills in the classroom setting by inviting a company representative to the school. Our data shows that teachers argue for the choice of method based on how easy it is to organize instead of how it leads to entrepreneurial learning. The respondents noted that it is easier to invite a guest speaker to come to the school than taking the students outside the school. One principal explained the trade-off as follows:


It is much easier when we invite a person to come and tell us about their profession instead of us trying to visit a company, which is not at all easy. Companies are quite restrictive about welcoming groups and it is also difficult to motivate and persuade them.



(Interviewee 2, principal)







The excerpt above shows yet another obstacle for organizing more challenging learning experiences. Some principals and teachers reported it being difficult to find companies that would welcome them for a visit. This difficulty reveals two things: first, the teachers and principals may lack the skills to communicate with companies and as a result, the companies turn down their requests for visits. If this is the case, training could be a way to address this issue. The second reason for companies turning down requests for visits could be related to the companies’ higher expectations for value creation—that is, they would not be interested in superficial visits but rather in more in-depth interaction and cooperation.



Some teachers gave examples about their practices of inviting several companies to the school on the same day. As in the case of company visits, organizing these ‘entrepreneur panels’ relies on teachers, while students remain quite passive. Students may be offered opportunities for short discussions and for asking questions to the invited company representatives. One of the respondents spoke about the experiences of an entrepreneur panel as follows:


In the entrepreneur panel, the idea is that we inform our ninth-grade students (the last year in the school) which companies are coming to participate in the entrepreneur panel. The students in small groups decide what they want to know about the companies. Then, in the auditory panel, they ask their questions. The questions can be of a general nature, but may also be directed to one particular representative. In that way, we want to bring out what the students want to hear from company representatives.



(Interviewee 17, teacher)







Typically, these interactions are short and remain superficial for most of the students. The students’ involvement remains low to modest, but they do have the possibility to communicate with the representatives. Not all company representatives are able to communicate at a level that the students easily understand regarding the topic and business vocabulary. However, according to Pittaway and Thorpe [17], the key to entrepreneurial learning is to use a pedagogy that draws students closer to the world of entrepreneurs. Markedly, the connection between students and entrepreneurs is often very limited.




3.6. Online Session


Langhorst [44] described an online session as a connection with a company via the internet. The students are in the classroom and communicate with a company using video equipment that allows two-way communication between students and companies [44]. In our data, the teachers noted that online sessions do not incur transport costs. One of the respondents listed the positive elements of online sessions:


A little less stress with transport, because the students can stay in the classroom. And especially, no need to apply for passes and permits in the factory area.



(Interviewee 22, teacher)







Organizing the online sessions is purely the responsibility of the teachers. They set the date and time for the online sessions and they also prepare the session contents. It seems that the preparations need to be well thought-out in advance: due to the nature of the interaction, it is advisable to prepare the questions in advance that are to be asked in the session. Here, the teacher may allow the students to participate in drafting the questions, even if this might cause problems. One of the teacher respondents said he felt some of the questions were too difficult to answer outright and helped the company representatives by sending the questions to them before the session, as he explained in the interview:


We sent the questions to the company in advance so they were able to answer correctly.



(Interviewee 22, teacher)







Online sessions are typically very short—from half an hour to an hour—so opportunities for in-depth student learning inevitably remain very low.





4. Conclusions


In our view, these findings clearly embrace the benefits of long-term cooperation with companies. Teachers with long-term company-partnerships seem to be satisfied with the cooperation. They emphasized that the length of the partnership helped with intensifying the interaction [1], which in turn provides students with excellent experiences in a real company environment [7,13]. The partnership structures enable learning process adjustment, which gives the teachers more autonomy. Teachers note that any interaction program does need to be the same for every class but instead depends on students’ interests and companies’ wishes. Students can acquire an in-depth understanding of entrepreneurship by doing different tasks [12].



The quest for entrepreneurial learning has been going on for more than two decades. As stated in the Introduction, previous research has shown rather clearly what the aims for entrepreneurial learning should be, but discussion seems to be scarce on understanding the barriers or incentives involved in carrying out the pedagogical solutions that would enable entrepreneurial learning. In this study, we have examined the cooperation of basic education schools with outside partners, especially from the viewpoints of principals and teachers. The focus of our analysis has been on the principals’ and teachers’ experiences on the organization of short- and long-term interaction. The findings of this study indicate that we need to understand the perspectives of these people responsible for the pedagogical solutions in the schools if we are to promote students’ entrepreneurial learning in real-life contexts.



The results of our study are somewhat surprising: First, principals and teachers intentionally select long-term school-company cooperation because they aim to promote students’ entrepreneurial learning. This became more evident as the respondents argued for the selection of partnership approaches to school-company cooperation. Cooper et al. [4] suggested that deeper learning increases along with student involvement. Our study seems to confirm that principals and teachers are aware of this relationship and they select long-term cooperation to meet their learning targets [1,30]. The long-term methods for school-company interaction require school-level commitment to support the implementation of long-term cooperation. School-level commitment to school-company interaction enables shared responsibility, which in turn facilitates the required planning and organizing. Additionally, owing to the need for school-level commitment as a prerequisite, the legitimacy of this method is high, which serves to enhance the teachers’ willingness to engage in the activity [16,60]. We would like to regard this situation as a virtuous circle, with the different aspects affecting each other positively and leading to high-level performance on the whole. Further studies need to be done to understand the routes of engagement, how schools might enter the virtuous circle, and what kinds of critical steps should be included in its development.



Second, unlike with the selection of long-term methods, teachers argued for selecting short-term methods from the perspective of easy implementation. If their students lack learning-based motivation, then teachers opt for short-term school-company cooperation. Still, on the basis of our analysis, teachers are not satisfied with this type of school-company cooperation because they consider it to be not worth the value gained. Teachers perceive that students’ limited opportunities to interacting with businesses and the low state of preparation of the business to participate in the planning of the cooperation lower the value of the experience. Moreover, entrepreneurship education resourcing is a major concern for teachers [16] and there seem to be numerous challenges: planning and organizing collaboration with companies is difficult, it is time consuming, transport is an issue, it is hard to get students out of the school, or the company could turn the visit down. Further, it may be unclear who needs to plan and organize the school-company cooperation, and what the roles of company representative, teacher, and students are. Interestingly, it seems that teachers’ difficulties in short-term interaction are not so much founded on their own competencies (or lack of them) but rather on the incompetence of others. Earlier studies [43,61] have suggested that teachers’ lack of training in entrepreneurship education is a decisive factor in determining their entrepreneurship education activities. We recommend that further studies need to be done focusing on the effects of teacher training on entrepreneurship education.



Third, it seems that teachers’ experiences of extra work and hardships related to school-company cooperation are not related to the intensity of the cooperation model but more likely to their experience of being left alone to make decisions and organize the events. In our data, teachers seem to be happy for any help they can get in the planning and organizing of events. Rebar [61] suggested that cooperation between teachers would positively affect the organization of school-company interactions. Our findings follow what is indicated in Rebar’s study and extend this to all possible cooperation, including collaboration between teachers, students, and company representatives. That would consequently also enhance all the key players’ networks and connect students more closely to the world-out-there [4,17]. Lacking these possibilities for cooperation, teachers feel that they miss the resources for higher-level school-company interaction and end up selecting short-term, momentary cooperation forms that offer less for students. It is evident that cooperation among peers would positively affect the use of longer-term school-company interaction. More research is needed on the routes to increase teachers’ joint activities.



We acknowledge this study has limitations related to perspective, research method, and research context. In terms of research perspective, our focus was on teachers and principals, not on company or student experiences, nor on student learning aspects in school-company cooperation. In that context, our study does not indicate whether the school-company cooperation has been successful in terms of learning, or how students or company representatives have perceived these cooperation events. Having noted this, further research is recommended on these areas. From the perspective of research methods, our study has followed a qualitative methodology. Therefore, the results of our study can merely indicate possibilities. However, we feel that our study provides good opportunities for future quantitative studies on school-company cooperation and its organization. Finally, the data have been collected from a single country, which limits the generalizability of the results. Therefore, future studies should contain larger data sets in order to achieve insights from an international perspective.
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Table 1. Entrepreneurship Education in cooperation with companies (Modified from Cooper et al. [4]).
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	Education Technique
	People

Involved

from School
	Degree of

Interaction and

Teachers’ Roles
	Duration of

Interaction
	Students’ Involvement; Depth of Learning





	Partnership
	Principals,

all teaching staff, and students
	Intense

Entrepreneurship

embedded in school program
	Class-company relationship lasting several years
	Extremely high,

students at the

left of the

learning process



	Mini-company
	Teacher with students
	Intense

Companies as advisors in students’ businesses
	Usually one

School year
	High,

students

participating

as entrepreneurs



	In-company project
	Principal, teacher with students
	Intense

Several student-

company meetings
	From a few weeks to semester
	High,

students contributing

to the company



	Company visit
	Teacher with students
	Medium

Activity relies

on the teacher
	A few hours,

half a school day
	Moderate,

possibility for discussion and questions



	Entrepreneur in class
	Teacher
	Medium

Activity relies

on the teacher
	Usually

One lesson
	Modest,

students as listeners,

may have the chance

to ask questions



	Online session
	Teacher
	Low

Teacher-led
	One lesson
	Low,

face-to-face connection via internet, possible to ask some questions
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