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Abstract

In a recent pilot for a redesign of an undergraduate
entrepreneurship course, factors for consideration
included: materials and resource costs, ability for
work-integrated learning, and responding to the
contemporary needs of the workplace outside of
the post-secondary institution. The utilization of an
industry leader’s open learning platform and the
implementation of micro-credential certificates
supported students’ learning experiences that
bridged theory to experience and work-integrated
learning. The use of multiple credentials (in
addition to course grading) provided additional
dimensions of learning and experience. This
redesign was developed through 2019 and
launched in January prior to the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the 2020 winter semester.
The intentional strategy in this course design was
to build student competencies through theory and
content, developing an application with micro-
credential certificates, and utilizing work-integrated
learning with students creating an ecommerce
website to service an existing business or start-up
plan. Serendipitously, as businesses and the
ecommerce platform were forced to quickly adjust
in response to the impacts of the pandemic,
undergraduate students were able to learn and
design in authentic circumstances and
applications. Critical questions are raised
concerning equitable access to technology and the
reciprocity of gains in the open learning platform
between students, institutions, and profitable
businesses.
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Design Strategy Plus Pandemic Serendipity

Introduction

As a priority institutional pillar, work-integrated learning (WIL) is “the intersection and
engagement of theoretical and practice learning. The process of bringing together formal
learning and productive work, or theory and practice.” (Cooper et al., 2010, p. xiii)). WIL is a
growing focus in higher education, especially as government funding decisions gravitate
towards performance-based metrics that heavily weigh on WIL experiences for students.

The creation of post-secondary learning designs that feature industry-relevant skills and
experiences are impacted by considerations such as: materials and resource costs, evolving
business needs, diverse instructor expertise and capacity, and ever-changing student mindsets
and interest for entrepreneurial ventures. In this paper, we offer insights gained through a pilot
redesign of an undergraduate business course in entrepreneurship and small business
management as a case study of learning and experience with a successful design strategy
combined with serendipitous positioning through the pandemic.

Signature Pedagogies in Entrepreneurial Education

Stemming from Lee Shulman’s (2005) seminal notion of signature pedagogies “to highlight
characteristic forms of teaching that are distinctly associated with various professions” (Jones,
2019), a growing number of researchers are examining effective pedagogical practices and
experiences within entrepreneurship education (EE) (Fayolle et al., 2016; Jones, 2019). Neck
and Corbett (2018) argue that “EE research is not advancing as fast as general
entrepreneurship because it is not subject to the same level of scholarship” (p.8). In the
absence of a dominant or signature pedagogy, entrepreneurial educators rely on defining
emerging themes of entrepreneurship (Gartner, 1990), developing entrepreneurial
competencies in students (Morris et al., 2013), and identifying the nature of entrepreneurial
opportunities (Leger-Jarniou & Tegtmeir, 2017) often through iterative practice and influence
through accreditation bodies such as the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of
Business (AACSB). Although this content is emerging in EE, the research on signature
pedagogies from across disciplines can inform entrepreneurship educators such as: e-learning
in higher education (Eaton et al., 2017), professional graduate education (Friesen & Jacobsen,
2021), and undergraduate leadership education (Jenkins, 2012).

There is growing evidence of research and exploration into the business classroom and interest
in the impact of entrepreneurial education. The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of
Business (AACSB) heavily influences the priorities of business education around the globe.
The most recent collective vision statement positions five pillars of focus, including: 1) catalysts
for innovation, 2) co-creators of knowledge, 3) hubs of lifelong learning, 4) leaders on
leadership, and 5) enablers of global prosperity (AACSB, 2019). From a systematic review of
how pedagogy has evolved in entrepreneurial education, Hagg and Gabrielsson (2020) indicate
the “emphasis in research has changed over the past decades from teacher-guided instruction
models to more constructivist perspectives on entrepreneurial education” (Gabrielsson et al.,
2020, p. 1063). They argue further that “contemporary discussions can to a larger extent be
characterized as centered around the theoretical and philosophical foundations of experience-
based learning” (p. 1063). Contextualized within this growing focus on developing and
proposing signature pedagogies in EE, including most recently, research from Peschl et al
(2020) utilizing entrepreneurial thinking and a model of seven competencies presented as
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essential and teachable skills, is the current case study of the redesign of an EE course in one
business education program.

Experiential Learning

Tomkins and Ulus (2016) examine how experiential learning (EL) is considered a mainstream
approach to management education in their university context. Disciplines, such as business,
and especially entrepreneurial education, have gravitated towards ‘student-centred’ approaches
of which EL is one (Kirschner et al., 2006). A common theoretical influence on experiential
learning in this body of literatures stems from Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984).
Beard and Wilson (2006) suggest that Kolb’s learning cycle has reached an almost ‘taken for
granted’ status. EL is an integrated and holistic perspective that combines experience,
perception, cognition, and behaviour (Kolb & Kolb, 2017). EE is trending towards a practice of
experimentation, design thinking (IDEO, 2022), student business start-ups, live cases, and
simulations connected to the real world (Kassean et al., 2017). As one navigates the emerging
research, a muddling of interchangeable terminology is observed, with some researchers
separating by nuance or lineage into applied learning, experiential learning, and project-based
learning (Rottmann & Rabidoux, 2017) lines of inquiry. Institutional variances between applied
and experiential learning (as experienced by the authors) appear to position applied learning as
participatory activity in the classroom that exposes students to problems from business
(activities informed by business contexts), and experiential learning engaging students with
problems by carrying out the actions and experiencing the results in authentic contexts beyond
the classroom (actions in business contexts). Work-integrated learning, as reflected by funding
considerations (at the provincial government level) and institutional priorities for student
experiences, align with authentic contexts of action in business contexts. These considerations
regarding student experiences become fundamental when considering course design elements.

Course Design Considerations

The entrepreneurship course described in this case study is offered within a School of Business
at a publicly funded polytechnic institution providing bachelor’s degrees, applied bachelor’s
degrees, diplomas, certificates, and apprenticeship programs. This three-credit course is offered
within the Bachelor of Business Administration degree (BBA), Business Administration Diploma
(BA), and several certificates. Th course is also offered in three modalities: on-campus face-to-
face, online synchronous, and distance education as an online asynchronous option. Most
faculty instructors are recruited for their industry expertise and the course curriculum is created,
curated, and distributed via a consistent course package of content through the learning
management system (D2L Brightspace). Each semester runs for 15 weeks and synchronous
meetings as a class (on-campus face-to-face or online virtual) gather three or four hours per
week (program dependent).

In the first few weeks of the course, there is often a substantial movement of students prior to
the add or drop deadline. The utilization of a publisher’s textbook has provided a large amount
of content support to instructors and students. This course textbook has a software platform that
provides students with many supports to effectively catch up to the rest of the course. These
textbook tools also allow for text translations in additional languages and to scaffold diverse
learning needs. The textbook and publisher materials are integrated directly into the learning
management system to permit students an ease of access as well as the option of offline
reading. Given the course text combined with technological tools, instructors focus class
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meeting times on highlighting relevant contemporary issues, invited guest speakers, and whole
and small group class activities to help students to synthesize content.

Prior to this pilot, the applied learning component of this course was a student generated
business plan for a fictional or derived start-up entrepreneurial venture. Although this learning
task had content value, the challenge was that the business plans were informed by the
textbook and classroom learning versus any immersion in an authentic context or with industry
experts. Individually produced written reports for summative assessment by the instructor
offered no opportunity for consultation with industry, and no iteration, prototyping, or validation
of the ideas proposed in the business plan. A serendipitous opportunity to partner with industry
emerged at the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE) 2019
Conference. Polina Buchan, a professor of marketing at St. Lawrence College, presented
outcomes of a collaborative partnership initiative they engaged in with Shopify (Canadian
publicly traded ecommerce company) to create an Open Learning Platform (Shopify Open
Learning, 2022) and to co-create a badging process. Buchan’s invitation to reach out to Shopify
was taken up by the first author to explore whether a similar connection between campus and
industry could work for student learning in the entrepreneurship course.

The premise of the Shopify Open Learning program is that post-secondary instructors can enroll
to integrate the platform into the course curriculum. The collaboration between Shopify Open
Learning and the post-secondary instructor allows students in the course to create a free
ecommerce store with a functional checkout. Shopify offers optional digital badges for
achievement recognition, curated content, tools, resources, student support, and a dedicated
personal support for educators.

For the January 2020 pilot, the instructor (first author) used the Open Learning platform within
the Entrepreneurship course as a customer experience and integrated marketing visual to
explore the alignment of components from the written business plan. This course was offered
on-campus. Given the affordances of the platform, students were observed taking the initiative
to go back to their business plans and iteratively strengthening and expanding their assignment
as they built their Shopify store. Students revised their business plans by iterating elements
such as inventory considerations, supply chain opportunities, pricing structures, customer
targets, and alignment of business considerations to create a stronger user experience!

Design Strategy Plus Pandemic Serendipity

On Monday, March 16, 2020, the post-secondary institution in this case study suspended
classes at all campuses for three days to move completely online for the remaining weeks of the
semester. By this point in the semester, the textbook-based coursework had been completed
and coaching sessions to support student efforts to design business plans and Shopify stores
had begun. The serendipitous design strategy at the time of the pandemic shutdown permitted
the entrepreneurship courses to continue seamlessly once communication to students was
made about online virtual classroom logistics. Although students, staff, and faculty were
navigating the extreme challenges of the first wave of the global pandemic, the intentional and
planned use of the technology within this course design meant that students were prepared for
the requirements and assignments in this course. All students were able to successfully
complete the course in Winter 2020.
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The course design for this pilot was utilized again in Spring 2020 for the next course offering.
This course was offered online in a synchronous modality. Student wellbeing and community
building in the virtual classroom was an intentional focus by the instructor and was implemented
through intentional activities and sharing circles in breakout rooms. High attendance and
engagement of the students was observed by the instructor. As the course progressed, the
global crisis was growing, and an increasing number of businesses and business sectors were
being shut down and altered in ways previously unimaginable. Businesses were forced to pivot,
innovate, and change — this was the topic of remarks by Bozkir, President of the 75" session of
the United Nations General Assembly (UN, 2021) on developmental challenges of COVID-19
and the role e-commerce and digital trade could play. As the environment in the business
landscape changed, Shopify was forced to adapt and grow the tools, capabilities, and functions
for the ecommerce platform. Service-based industries required the ability to conduct business at
a distance and expand the considerations for e-commerce. As the Shopify platform adapted to
the evolving demands of the business environment, the entrepreneurship students were
designing their stores in the most current version of the technology available (through this
platform). Students were seeing the industry-based environment evolve and respond to
demands of clients and store owners in real time as they engaged in their post-secondary
business education and lived experiences.

This platform is made available to any post-secondary institution as a non-prescriptive program
that allows students and instructors a free store with a functioning checkout integrated into a
course based on the interest of the instructor (Shopify, 2022). The optional digital badge (micro-
credential) can be implemented as-is or can be customized to an instructor’s particular needs.
Shopify has dedicated specialists and advisors to support this program. The open learning
component of this platform refers to the variety of choices for which the platform can be utilized
to support course-based learning without an expense to the institution, instructor, or student).
Feedback can be provided from the institutional users back to Shopify to offer insights regarding
challenges, needs, or curiosities raised through the experience of use.

The opportunities for open educational resources in business and entrepreneurship education is
growing and is met with the pragmatic challenge institutionally of resourcing time for content
curation, maintenance, and support. In addition, signature pedagogies in EE lean into
experiences that are informed by experiential learning theory (Kolb & Kolb, 2017) and
incorporate high-impact educational practices (Kuh, 2008). Kuh (2008) identified that these high
impact practices could include many ways in which field-based experiential learning could
occur. An example of the current focus of governments and institutions that highlights work-
integrated learning (WIL) is found at SAIT, which defines WIL as “activities that integrate
academic learning in a SAIT program or course with practical applications in a real-world
setting” (SAIT, 2019). This focus provides an environment for both working in industry (with
Shopify) and with a start-up or existing business for the ecommerce experience.The ability to
utilize Shopify’s open learning platform with adaptive flexibility is only limited to internet access
and a brief time commitment from instructors to request access (creating a student access link),
followed by investment in becoming familiar with the instructional resources provided for
decisions to use as is or adapt to the needs of the course, context, and instructor.

We continue to examine, explore, and collaborate on ways to improve learning design and
student experience, and expand insights on signature pedagogies in business and
entrepreneurship education. We share our design context, decisions, and learnings with the
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goal of informing and inspiring the practices of instructors and educators across disciplines in
higher education.
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