Assessment of Entrepreneurship in Higher Education: An evaluation of current
practices and proposals for increasing authenticity

Track Dinning
Liverpool John Moores University

Abstract

Focusing on the assessment of entrepreneurship, this paper adopts a qualitative research
approach. Using data collected from twelve face-to-face interviews with enterprise educators,
the paper demonstrates how these educators attempt to shift from the use of traditional to
more innovative methods of assessment. The paper argues that adopting more innovative and
authentic methods is less easy to administer, is time-consuming and more difficult to align with
university regulations. Finally, the paper concludes with a set of proposals aligned to
academics, students and external practitioners for making entrepreneurship assessment more
authentic.
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Introduction

In response to government, education and industry (Department of Business, Innovation and
Skills (BIS), 2015; The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), 2018), there is a demand for UK
universities to develop employable students who contribute to the ‘knowledge-led economy’
(Smith and Paton, 2011, p.104). Consequently, entrepreneurship education is more frequently
found within higher education (HE) undergraduate degree programmes than it was some ten
years ago (Jones and Penaluna, 2013), as it encourages students to practise, develop and
demonstrate such skills as creativity, problem-solving and ‘making things happen’ that are
much sought after by employers (Bridgstock, 2009) in today’s current highly-competitive
environment.

Not unlike the UK, other countries report the need for entrepreneurship education to be part of
a graduate’s education. For example, Won, Ho and Singh (2007) report on the need for
Singapore universities to move towards a knowledge-based approach for entrepreneurship, in
order to commercialise home-grown ideas rather than import knowledge from advancing
countries. In Nigeria, entrepreneurship education has been made compulsory in universities to
address the issue of a decline in graduate employment and a consequent increase in poverty
(Ogundele, Akingbade and Akinlabi, 2012). Maritz (2017) suggests that entrepreneurship
education is more productive if student-centred and that it should: include, together with the
subject knowledge, the competencies needed for employability; foster innovation and the
entrepreneurial mind-set (European Commission, 2008).

Pittaway et al., (2009) argue that the focus has been more on pedagogical approaches, to the
extent that research on assessment methods is not advancing at the same rate as the
changing nature of its universities (UK Higher Education Academy, HEA, 2012). This includes
not only the assessment design but also criteria — use of rubric that can limit staff when
marking (Bloxham et al., 2015). In the field of entrepreneurship, Jones et al., (2014) advise
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that there remains a lack of scholarship which demonstrates how assessment of student
learning actually takes place. With competencies such as creativity and innovation having
been associated with entrepreneurship education and graduate attributes (Bacigalupo et al.,
2016), Pittaway and Edwards (2012) recommend that this area of assessment be studied
further, given that competencies required by employers are at present rarely assessed
effectively (Jones and Penaluna, 2013). This issue is not peculiar to the UK: Radloff et al.,
(2008), in an Australian study, wrote that embedding graduate attributes ought to extend
beyond teaching and into assessment. Whilst Ipperciel and El-Atia (2014) report a criteria-
based competency model for the assessment of graduate attributes in Canada, it still remains
untested. A multi-cultural study across Northern Ireland, Israel and New Zealand concludes
that, even with different educational systems in place, the over-arching challenge for all three
countries is to avoid the use of one summative-assessment point — for it increases the risk of
failure — and instead explore more creative pedagogies for assessment and feedback to
support student learning (Gallagher, Hipkins and Zohar, 2012).

Though there is a plethora of publications on assessment that share good practice, Knight and
Yorke (2003) argue that they tend to be mainly pragmatic and may lack extensive theoretical
foundation. Bloxham and Boyd (2007) aim to rectify this through their work, which draws on
current research and translates it into day-to-day practice. Meanwhile, in the field of
entrepreneurship, a study by Pittaway et al., (2009) explored the National Council for
Graduate Entrepreneurship (NCGE) database of research bibliographies, to find only three
papers related to entrepreneurship assessment. It is therefore not surprising that, more
recently, education has revived its attention to assessment in this area (Vu and Dall’Alba,
2014), in an attempt to prepare students for a changing employment world. Similarly, in the
field of entrepreneurship, there have been recent studies: Duval-Couetil (2013) recommends
that this is still an area deserving of study. It is in this context, therefore, that this study will
explore assessment methodologies used by a group of enterprise educators working in UK
universities. In particular, it will consider innovative practices used and challenges faced by
educators in this area.

Assessment practice and challenges

According to Bloxham and Boyd (2007), assessment needs to be challenging and demanding,
so that the students exhibit a deeper level of learning; it also needs to have a focus on
learning rather than just be a measure for learning (Medland, 2014). Equally, it is important
both that teaching and assessment are integral and promote a package of learning to the
students and that assessment is not just viewed as an afterthought in curriculum development,
but is integral to learning (HEA, 2012, Medland, op.cit.). In most cases, students consider
assessment to be the central focus of their activities over the actual course (James, McKinnis
and Devlin, 2002) leaving academics with the challenge of how to engage students in
‘assessment for learning’ beyond the subject content being assessed. Brown (2015) would
argue that curriculum designers must explore not only effective approaches to teaching and
learning but also fit-for-purpose methods of assessment, so that learning is continuous
between the classroom and assessment (Vu and Dall’Alba, op.cit; Boud and Soler, 2015) and
so that students can identify how assessment links to relevant activities (Litchfield and
Dempsey, 2015).

Traditional assessment methods that rely on memorisation and reproduction (like formal, time-
constrained, unseen exams) are thought to promote the surface-learning approaches taken by

Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, Vol 11, No 2, 2018



students rather than a deeper learning and understanding of course material (Kearney, 2013;
Race, 2015). Struyven, Dochy and Janessens (2005) suggest that such assessment methods
assess the students’ memories, whilst more effective methods have the potential to measure
gualities and skills that enable students to show what they have acquired from the course
material and how they can apply it to live contexts. The challenge for academics is to make
the assessment manageable, yet at the same time ensure it translates into the discipline of
practice and extends the learning experience (Brown, 2015) in the context of the discipline
(Boud and Soler, op.cit.). One way of approaching this is through real-world tasks for the
assessment that allow the students to continue their learning; such tasks are described by
Brown (op cit., 2015) as authentic. This type of assessment is widely regarded as being more
valued than traditional assessment, as it encourages students to engage practically with the
material in order to learn through application and develop their critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills (Research Starters, 2014; Litchfield and Dempsey 2015). In addition, it has the
potential to enhance students’ learning in preparation for the real world (Vu and Dall'Alba,
op.cit.). Looking beyond entrepreneurship education in the UK, Tan and Ng (2006) report on
problem-based learning in a Singapore university being used as a strategy for
entrepreneurship education, where the students are assessed on their critical thinking in the
process of developing solutions, journal entries and the ability to work in a team.

It is this non-traditional type of assessment that is becoming favoured in the field of
entrepreneurship, as traditional forms of assessment ‘about’ entrepreneurship adopt more
theoretically-based assessment methods associated with business models and start-ups
rather the skills (Rae, 2007). Jones and Penaluna (op. cit.) challenge the use of the traditional
plan as a means of assessment: whilst they do not dismiss the use of the business plans for
assessment, they suggest that being part of a coordinated mentorship programme would
serve students better, since developing a stand-alone business from scratch can leave
students disconnected with reality (Falkang and Albeti, 2000), especially if the plan remains
untested at the point of marking.

More recently, assessing ‘for’ entrepreneurship adopts more practical methods (Pittaway and
Edwards, 2012). For example, tasks where students consider the planning of business ideas
from concept to inception allow them to develop entrepreneurial skills and competencies in
what is considered to be a valued and authentic assessment approach (Honig, 2004); better
still is assessing ‘through’ entrepreneurship, where students are able to run a real company in
a safe environment, with the focus being on learning by doing (Pittaway and Cope, 2007).
Falkang and Albeti (2000) further suggest that assessing through entrepreneurship must
involve some in-course features to train students in the entrepreneurial skills that employers
seek. Pittaway and Edwards (op.cit.) conclude that, whilst there appear to be some innovative
methods in use, the assessment practice of most entrepreneurship educators still includes
mainly traditional approaches. This study is set to challenge this notion through interviews with
enterprise educators.

Methodology

This study used a qualitative design with individual interviews as the method of data collection.
Full ethical approval was secured from the university prior to any approach to participants.

Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, Vol 11, No 2, 2018



Research method and participants

Through a process of purposive sampling, participants were recruited from a population of UK-
based enterprise educators attending an assessment workshop at an International Enterprise
Educators Conference. Potential participants were contacted via email. This correspondence
included full details of the research and a consent form for participants to complete and return,
to indicate their willingness to take part. One criterion for inclusion of subjects in the research
was their self-identification as enterprise educators. Upon receiving the consent form, the
researcher set up interviews with the twelve volunteering participants (n=12). Interviews took
place either in the researcher’s or participant’s office or on Skype. Using a semi-structured
interview approach, all interviews lasted between thirty-eight and fifty-five minutes and were
conducted by a single researcher to ensure research consistency (Gratton and Jones, 2010).
The purpose of the interviews was to gather from the participants examples of the most
interesting summative assessments that they had used in the field of
enterprise/entrepreneurship. The following questions were posed to start the discussion:

o What type of assessments do you use or have you used when assessing
entrepreneurship? Please could you give details of one summative assessment you
have used that you deem to be the most innovative in your practice.

¢ Did the assessment assess the skills of entrepreneurship or the subject?

Most participants mentioned creativity in their responses, so a further question was
asked about how they assessed the skill.

¢ Did the students seem to enjoy this type of assessment?

¢ How manageable did you find the assessments and did you have any problems with
them?

e What are your views of the future of assessment in this field?

All interviews were audio-recorded, allowing for files to be downloaded and then transcribed
verbatim, using a professional transcription service.

Data analysis

Interviews were transcribed and key findings relating to the study’s objectives were amassed
through an interpretive thematic analysis that followed the staged process advocated by Braun
and Clarke (2006). Following transcription, each account was read and re-read to familiarise
the researcher with responses. The initial codes were systematically generated via the
annotation of key words and associated phrases. Themed data was then reviewed and refined
to ensure that the collated extracts for each theme not only appeared to form a coherent
pattern but also reflected the entire data set accurately. The use of the themes then guided
the discussion, with any definitions being clearly outlined and final pertinent data selected and
related back to the study objectives which had been originally derived from the investigatory
literature discussed above.

Results and discussion

The findings of this study show that assessment methods used in the field of entrepreneurship
education tend to be a mix of traditional and non-traditional types of assessment. It would

appear that enterprise educators like to explore non-traditional methodologies for assessment,
but sometimes are confined to using more traditional methodologies, owing to time and class-
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size constraints. This discussion will first look at the skills competencies that participants listed
within the interviews and then explore the specificity of assessments that participants
considered to be their most innovative features.

Skills and competencies

All twelve participants reported that the assessments described in the interviews were
designed to foster students’ skills, personal competencies and attributes, and their
development through the use of reflection, all in accordance with assessment through
entrepreneurship (Rae, 2007). Five of the participants elaborated on the skills and attributes
they sought and specifically mentioned such aspects as self-efficiency, resilience and ability to
cope with changing environments that they aimed to develop within students and to reward
with marks. Educator 7 remarked:

“I don’t get too worried about the skills side of things, it’s more the attitude. Most of the
skills we talk about are not complicated; / think it’s more about someone having the
passion to do something”

In addition, all participants reported that students’ being creative was a central part of their
assessment in some way, although, when pressed to discuss how they actually assessed
creativity, there was a mixed response. Educator 10 suggested:

“Students may be able to come up with plenty of ideas but | would question if students
were able to justify their choice of idea”

(or, as Educator 2 queried, “whether their idea will even work”. Educator 6 said that he
always got students “to reflect on their process of being creative, how they generated the
ideas and how they chose one to use”. Four of the participants said that they did not
specifically aim to teach creativity or even use that term: instead they got students to ‘unlock’
the problems and come up with the solutions. “The assessment of creativity is a difficult one,
so | simply don't do it!” (Educator 2). These findings are very much in line with those of Jones
and Pennaluna (2013, op. cit.), who proposed that, within the business context, terminology
such as ‘creativity’ and ‘innovations’ was very rarely used, never mind assessed. It is apparent
that being creative and having the ability to develop solutions to subject-related problems is
something that all enterprise educators are looking for in their students, but there are no
shared or readily-describable ways to assess it.

Methods and approaches

When presented with a list of different types of assessment prepared in advance by the
researcher, all participants said they had used most at some point. The methods included
using case studies, scenario-planning, portfolios, blogs, role play, YouTube, business plans
and games and presentations. Educators 2 and 3 both suggested that they used essays to
assess the theoretical side of the subject of entrepreneurship. This accords with Rae (2007),
who suggests that essays can be useful when wanting to assess students’ learning about
entrepreneurship. Exams, it was suggested, similarly have value. Educator 3 added that their
department used exams because of large class sizes. These two participants both
acknowledged that such traditional formats can lend themselves to surface approaches and
do not necessarily measure the qualities and skills that the course requires (Dochy and
Janessens, 2005). They recognised that a move towards more appropriate methods would
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allow for the students’ skills and competencies to be developed and, potentially, assessed.
However, restrictions imposed by the university framework sometimes affected their choice of
assessment.

Commonly-used methods:

Business plans

The results also demonstrated that there is still considerable reliance on business plans as a
method of assessment, which is suggested to be an assessment ‘for’ entrepreneurship
method (Pittaway and Edwards 2012). Educator 1 commented:

“We use a business plan in the assessment due to the large numbers on the
programmes as it's easier to administer and work within the university framework.”

Five participants said they used a business plan as part of their module activity and
assessment, although Educator 8 indicated that the business plan itself was not the focus of
the assessment; that was rather the defence of the plan in front of a panel of entrepreneurs,
making it more authentic. Furthermore, Educators 2 and 3 both acknowledged that their
decision to use the business plan in its traditional format was in response to the large numbers
in the groups being taught. Meanwhile, Educators 11 and 12 stated that their reasons for the
inclusion of assessed business plans were rather that areas such as marketing, finance and
market reasons could, within them, be reported and demonstrated in a coherent and
integrated manner. Educators 1 and 10 both explained that in the past they had used business
plans, but felt they were nowadays very much outdated, as students could pass the
assignment without really learning anything from the assessment task; this accords with the
work of Penaluna and Penaluna (2009). Educator 1 said that she had started to utilise start-
up tools such as the ‘Business Model Canvas’ (Ries, 2011), which is a business template
designed for supporting the development of new or existing businesses. She found this to be a
more exciting method to use with students, adding:

“l prefer to use evidence-based entrepreneurship, for example, techniques to look at
customer discovery, so rather than [just] a business plan, you have a set of
hypotheses that you test with customers, which is far more valuable that just looking at
facts about the marketplace”

Educator 4 said that, though their department used a traditional business plan as part of the
assessment, canvas models deployed within their teaching aided the students’ understanding
of their business. Furthermore, as Jones and Pennaluna (2013) suggest, the business plan
approach would be better placed alongside a mentorship programme. Educator 4 said that, as
part of her module, she used external entrepreneurs (Carey and Matley, 2007) to mentor the
students and, though this strategy did not form part of the assessment, the entrepreneurs
brought a lot of value to the module and the students’ plans. So, whilst the use of a business
plan might be deemed assessing ‘for’ entrepreneurship and still a more traditional method of
assessment, it is evident that a change in the focus of the assessment can result in the
adoption of a more authentic, ‘through’ method of entrepreneurship.
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Presentations

All participants reported using some form of presentation as part of their assessment — though
the format of these varied between respondents — and, as with the business plans, attempts
by academics to develop authentic assessment were more evident. Variations on the
presentation approach included the use of: a traditional ‘business pitch’ idea; creating a video
pitch for a client; preparing an advertisement or TV show for their product/service; role play;
pitching for crowd funding; pitching to entrepreneurs. These types of assessment are more
closely linked to the real-world experience which Meyers and Nulty (2009) identify as one of
the design points for authentic assessment. Educator 6 reported on his attempts to introduce
the use of ‘flash mobs’, but found it difficult to manage in line with university assessment
regulations. There was also a general feeling that students enjoyed this type of assessment as
it gave them opportunities to be creative in the production of the presentation and that this, by
its nature, was a more authentic way to assess. Educator 10 reported using an online crowd-
funding site, where a traditional business pitch is applied, but where there is artificial money
that the students allocate to the best pitches. The system is set up to represent a local
economy, so not all groups will receive the required funding to launch their businesses; the
final part of the assessment is a reflection on what happens next, given the result of the
crowd-funding exercise. According to the educator, this assessment strives to develop
students’ entrepreneurial decision-making and to measure the extent to which they think and
learn within the assignment. A further example of variation on presentation was the use of
‘Pitch Deck’, which is a twelve-slide presentation giving an overview of your business.

Assessed reflection

Within this study it is clear that reflection also plays an important role in the assessment of
entrepreneurship, with ten out of twelve educators using it at some point. For most, it was
incorporated only as part of the module assessment alongside other approaches. Educators
indicated that, in their view, reflection should not merely be required at the end of the
assessment, but take place throughout; it could also play a part in formative assessment.
Thus, students have opportunities to reflect, take action, learn and reflect again, cyclically
within one assessment. Educator 9 gave an example of an assignment where students reflect
upon their choices of target markets and product as a result of speaking to potential
customers. They decide whether to go with their product as it stands, make slight changes to it
or develop a completely new product. Five of the twelve participants were very clear that it is
the journey and experience that needs credit through assessment, something possible, they
argued, through reflection.

b

‘we need to assess how students reflect on their actions following their reflections
(Educator 10)

Educators indicated that they considered that reflection needs to be incremental, iterative and
formative, thus making the whole assessment a learning journey for the student and more
authentic (Brown, op. cit.), with students reflecting upon their learning rather than merely
demonstrating it (Duval-Couetil, 2015).
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Further innovative approaches

In general, educators reported constraints of class size, resourcing and their university
regulations when attempting to be more innovative in their assessment of entrepreneurship.
Educator 5 suggested that she was currently considering ways in which a student could come
up with her own assessment, but one which would still allow her to fit to the university
assessment regulations; such a strategy has been undertaken in the past, through a learning
contract (Knowles, 1986). This requirement for regulatory conformance, alongside time-
constraints and group size, seemed to be the main challenges to developing more innovative
and authentic assessment in this area, although one participant argued that these should not
be a barrier to innovation:

“Innovation will always be time consuming the first time you do it but if you get it right
and plan ahead, it should not be a barrier” (Educator 1)

Analysis of findings

The following diagram (Figure 1) is a conceptual mapping of the assessment approaches
described by educators in this study; they are mapped against the ease to implement and
level of authenticity. The analysis makes the assumption that the more authentic the
assessment is, the less traditional the method, whilst the ease to administer and conform to
university framework is inferred through these research findings.

Students setting their own assessment

Setting up and running a company
Flash Mobs

Pitch to an external entrepreneur

Defence of a business plan

Preparing an advertisement
Exam —in tray exercise
Pitch

Traditional presentation Sweetspot

Business plan

Ease of implementation

Essay
Exam
McQ

Level of authenticity

Figure 1: Conceptual map of assessment approaches against educators’ and authors
perceived conformance to university framework

This diagram is designed to help curriculum designers to make sensible choices about
assessment-method selection, by exploring the trade-offs between ease of implementation
and levels of authenticity. This evidence-informed analysis by the researcher proposes that
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there is a potential ‘sweet spot’ where authenticity is high and where any challenges afforded
by university regulatory constraints can be reasonably readily overcome. So, while multiple-
choice questions can be regarded as low in terms of innovation, they are relatively easy to
align with university systems and there is still some case value for their use in providing rapid
feedback relatively easily. Where aligning an innovative approach with university systems can
seem highly challenging, there is value in dedicating time and effort to finding solutions to the
guality-assurance hurdles. The challenge for educators is to find ways the better to integrate
innovative assessment with university systems and to make more easily-integrated
assessment more authentic; for example, by involving employers and other externals in
assessments such as pitches (though such strategies themselves provide challenges in terms
of inter-assessor reliability) or by using innovative formats within unseen exams, such as the
in-tray exercises advocated by Brown (2016), which present examinees with authentic
dilemmas and tasks within conventional time-constrained settings and which require
considerably more application of knowledge than straightforward recall. This study has
challenged the notion that the assessment practice of most entrepreneurship educators is
mainly traditional (Pittaway and Edwards 2012) and has provided clear evidence that some
enterprise educators try to operate outside the boundaries of traditional approaches to
assessment even though they are constrained by resources, class size and university
assessment regulations. Further research is required in this area — in particular the
transferability of these assessment methods across different disciplines — as is further
exploration of assessment design to create assessments that can be positioned in and around
the ‘sweet spot’.

Conclusions

Enterprise educators in this study are clearly seeking to find ways to be more authentic in their
assessments while managing regulatory requirements, with the suggestion that this area
clearly needs extensive further study. Assessment of entrepreneurship clearly needs to be
part of a much wider dialogue on assessment, to ensure that assessment is a means of
learning, not just a final summation of it. This research demonstrates that, notwithstanding
constraints and challenges, innovation in the classroom and in assessment is, in many cases,
at the heart of the enterprise educators’ practice and that dissemination and discussion of
good practice is valuable to the academic community as a whole. The paper concludes with
some recommendations for future practice in this area for academics, students and external
practitioners, as well as in relation to the assessment design itself.

It can be argued that academics need:

e to explain fully to students the process and the authentic nature of the assessment;

e to provide dialogic opportunities to discuss the purposes of assessment within a
module (that is, is entrepreneurship demonstrated about or for or through the assessed
practice?);

¢ to develop the uses of technology to support effective assessment (for example, in
giving fast and developmental feedback);

e to ensure that assessment activities and tasks link back constructively to learning
outcomes;

e to consider the extent to which students can be involved through negotiation in
designing the format and outcomes of assignments;

Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, Vol 11, No 2, 2018



e to achieve clarity for all stakeholders where academic content can be used to underpin
practice;

e to customise assignments, where possible, to fulfil the students’ individual needs.

and that students need:

¢ to adopt an active approach to their own learning and develop their assessment
literacy, so that they understand the processes, practices and systems of assessment
on their programmes;

e to work in partnership with their assessors by seeking out, taking note of and using
formative feedback to ensure enhancement of their practices and outcomes;

e torecognise the value of diverse assessment approaches and methods, embracing
sometimes unfamiliar or challenging tasks as a means of helping them to evidence
their entrepreneurial capability;

e to think beyond the mark given for an assignment by being reflective about their
learning and self-development as experienced through assessment.

and that external practitioners need:

o to familiarise themselves with university systems and processes, so that the
judgements they make align with requirements to maintain standards appropriate to
the level of the ward;

e to work closely in partnership with the academics teaching and assessing on the
programme, to ensure shared understanding and to bring to assignments the
authenticity that derives from live cases and real-world scenarios;

e to engage with assessment criteria fully, so that their assessment decisions are based
on evidence of achievement rather than ‘gut-reaction’;

e to be unafraid to challenge their academic colleagues and the university when they feel
that assessment tasks could be made more authentic.

and that assessment design needs:

¢ to make good use of external entrepreneurs and real customers at all stages of
assessment, providing comments on task design, proposing ways of making
assessment contexts more realistic, involving them in assessing and giving feedback
to students and engaging with quality assurance and enhancement (for example, by
reviewing and analysing student feedback on assessment);

e to ensure integral assignment creditation of the learning journeys of students, allowing
them to customise their assignments by bringing into their work relevant prior
experiences;

e to seek ways to ensure that feedback is informative, formative, and transformative,
with the potential to change a student’s future behaviour and to build their
entrepreneurial capabilities;

o to offer reflective opportunities for all stakeholders, so that assignments are
continuously refreshed and align with requirements of potential future workplaces.
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Adopting and implementing these recommendations have the potential to transform
substantially the assessment of entrepreneurship in global HE. The benefits of doing so
persistently and robustly are arguably so powerful that the inevitable hard work and resilience
needed to bring them about is demonstrably justified.
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