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Abstract 
Stimulating innovation and fostering entrepreneurial (intrapreneurial) thinking is crucial in today’s fast-
moving world and should be a priority of any higher education institution. In the world of work there is a 
constant emphasis on soft skills (SITRA, 2018; Ritter et al, 2017), as employers seek to hire individuals 
with such requisites to give them a competitive advantage (Ritter et. al. 2017). Development of an 
entrepreneurial mindset may require certain milieus, however researchers (Blenker et al, 2012 etc) 
argue that entrepreneurship education should be tailored to meet the needs of each individual learner. 
This article outlines a development project at Arcada UAS, which combines entrepreneurial thinking, 
soft skills and personalized student engaging processes. 

In 2018 the Arcada Coaching Clinic (ACC) concept was formed as part of the University’s 
entrepreneurial context, the Oasis. The idea was to build a sustainable milieu, including an approach to 
learning and coaching that helps students in their entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial development. The 
project recruited 13 students and 6 teachers that would collaborate on building and developing this 
concept. The project has a dual approach to learning 1) students learn through the collaborative and co-
creative process 2) teachers, taking on the role of coaches, and students learn together about how to 
build a sustainable milieu, in order to foster entrepreneurial thinking at Arcada UAS. The project activities 
related to this collaboration run until May 2019. 

The project draws on theories related to innovation, entrepreneurial education, activity-based 
workplaces (ABW) and contexts (Leesman report, 2017, Wraae, Tigerstedt & Kratzer, 2018) and sprint 
methodology (Knapp, 2016). The process includes elements of design thinking and agility to trigger 
entrepreneurial thinking and, concurrently, develop the concept for the Arcada Coaching Clinic. 
Throughout the project, a student-centred approach to learning has been adopted (Hoidn, 2016).  

The methods used in this study, including participatory observation and autoethnography, are of an 
exploratory nature. A systematic analysis of self-reflection diaries, field notes and process descriptions 
was also employed. The coaching teachers and students are from the fields of Business, Engineering, 
Media and Healthcare education and all have former knowledge of entrepreneurship. 

Keywords: Innovation, technology, research projects. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
This article describes a development project and process at Arcada University of Applied Science (UAS). 
The aim of this collaboration between students and teacher is to create a milieu where entrepreneurial 
thinking can thrive and develop. 

The project draws on theories related to innovation, entrepreneurial education, activity-based 
workplaces (ABW) and contexts [1], [2] and sprint methodology [3]. The process includes elements of 
design thinking and agility to trigger entrepreneurial thinking and, concurrently, develop the concept for 
the Arcada Coaching Clinic (ACC). Throughout the project, a student-centred approach to learning has 
been adopted [4]. 

Central to this project is the phenomenon of entrepreneurship and, especially, entrepreneurship 
education, and how it is reflected in the learning experiences of students who participated in the 
“Creating work life skills in an entrepreneurial environment” course at Arcada UAS. The course is part 
of a wider project aimed at creating an entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial environment at Arcada UAS. 
Developing an outline of the ACC was a concrete goal and a learning objective for the students. 
Therefore, there was a focus on the development of the entrepreneurial mindset and learning among 
the students, as well as on the development of a physical and pedagogical environment for 
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entrepreneurial education at Arcada UAS in the future. The first stage of the project, focusing on the co-
creation of the ACC by students and teachers, ends in May 2019. 

The research element of this project is designed as a case study. Following theoretically grounded 
methodology, it aims to observe and explore how entrepreneurship manifests in this unique learning 
context. Inductive data was gathered to investigate how students (N=13) together with their coaching 
teachers (N=6) perceive the process and the competences acquired. The coaching teachers and 
students are from the fields of Business, Engineering, Media and Healthcare education and all have 
former knowledge of entrepreneurship. The data consists of reflective diaries and observation insights. 

The paper is divided into six sections. Section one serves as an introduction to the educational context. 
Section two outlines previous research literature on Entrepreneurship Education (EE) and section three 
details the ‘Creating work life skills in an entrepreneurial environment’ course at Arcada UAS. Sections 
four and five present the methods and results of our study, while the final section is a conclusion with 
considerations for future research. 

2 EDUCATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
The overarching themes of education and entrepreneurship are explored throughout the article and 
therefore need defining. Entrepreneurship is most commonly perceived in its economic sense, as a 
capacity and willingness to develop, organize and manage a business venture accepting any relating 
risks with the intention to make a profit [5]. However, entrepreneurship has also been described as the 
ability build a vision and create value from practically nothing [6]. Similarly, intrapreneurship can be 
viewed as the process by which an individual or a group inside an organization works with and develops 
a new innovative idea [7], [8]. It is important to note that it is the latter, broader definition of entre- and 
intrapreneurship that is applied. The educator’s interpretation of entrepreneurship shapes its teaching 
pedagogy and forms its final curriculum implementation [9]. 

2.1 Entrepreneurial environment and development of work life skills in higher 
education 

Stimulating innovation and fostering entrepreneurial (intrapreneurial) thinking is crucial in today’s fast-
moving world. Rapid changes in the labor market are challenging traditional higher education and, as a 
result, more attention must be paid to competence development [10]. In the world of work there is a 
constant emphasis on soft skills [11], as employers seek to hire individuals with such requisites to give 
them a competitive advantage [12]. Social and emotional skills will be in growing demand across all 
workforce sectors in the future [13]. The Finnish National Agency for Education [14] lists the top fifteen 
work-life skills as: problem solving, creativity, learning ability, communication skills and personal 
leadership. 

As previously mentioned, the idea behind the ACC was to build a sustainable milieu to foster work-life 
skills. This is an approach to education and coaching that meets the needs of each individual learner 
and enables students in their entrepreneurial and intrapreneurial development [15]. The milieu focus or 
the relation to the physical environment is discussed in previous research and in fact environment and 
social skills as innovativeness seem to be related [1], [16], [17]. Consequently, this project combines 
soft skills and personalized student engaging processes and the research describes a highly co-creative 
learning process, which focuses both on skills and concept development. In this process reflection, self-
directedness and reflective skills are central to the learning experiences. 

2.2 Entrepreneurship Education (EE) 
Entrepreneurship education (EE) is about teaching people to change their current cognitive viewpoint, 
to look at the world with new eyes or to identify new ways of interpreting the world [18]. It is often a co-
creative educational process that simultaneously fosters the development of entrepreneurial skills and 
course-specific knowledge. Equally, it can result in a broadening of perspectives among the students in 
general. EE can be divided into two strands: The venture-focused strand; and the more broadly focused 
strand, related to the development of an entrepreneurial mindset and skills [7]. We focus on the latter 
strand, with the support of self-assessment and self-reflective practices to encourage deep learning.  

The effectiveness of reflective abilities has also been shown in EE [19], [20]. In their research, Hytti and 
Heinonen [7] have found that the humane side of EE, that is, the mindset strand, deserves greater 
attention in Higher Education, since it seems to promote reflective thinking and traits that are visible 
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both in entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs. Therefore, entrepreneurial thinking is key in this interpretation 
of EE. For the purposes of this article, entrepreneurial thinking can be defined as: “…the ability to see 
things differently than the rest of the world but, it is not necessarily an inherent trait and can be easily 
developed or improved. It is more like a state of mind that opens your eyes to new learning opportunities 
and helps you grow in your role.” [21] 

2.3 Entrepreneurial Education (EE) as a processual development connected 
to reflection 

”...EE is not about teaching students how or what to think about the future, but it is about ensuring that 
they have the capacity to make sense of their own dreams in relation to the environment in which their 
dreams can be realized” (Lindh 2017, p. 27). [22] 

Jones [19] asserts that competences need to be fostered, and educators and curricula developers need 
to see to it that they are not suppressed in the process of teaching and learning. Reflection is recognized 
as a tool to develop students, as Hägg and Kurczewska [23] describe: “learning is developed into 
knowledge through reflecting on the experiences gained through actions taken” (p. 708). Although 
reflection is often criticized for taking too much time [24], it is necessary for more in-depth learning and 
critical thinking. Hägg and Kurczewska [23] identify reflection as one of the key components along with 
action and experience, arguing for an experience-based approach to teaching EE: ”Students should be 
stimulated to act in an entrepreneurial way, but also to collect meaningful experiences and be able to 
reflect on them in relation to conceptual knowledge” (p. 711). 

2.4 Developing Entrepreneurial Education (EE) through coaching and the LAB 
model 

The LAB model was established in 2012 at the Oulu University of Applied Sciences (OUAS) in Finland 
as an innovative training approach that brings together training and work place experience [25]. The 
term LAB is used to highlight the fact that this approach reflects a laboratory environment within which 
entrepreneurial thinking is fostered through experimentation, concept creation and the development of 
generic skills. Virtanen and Tynjälä [26] outline a set of characteristics pertinent to learning environments 
in Finland that facilitate the development of generic skills. These include but are not limited to: 
collaborative learning, feedback and support, versatile evaluation methods, the connection between 
theory and practice, contacts to the world of work, and dealing with authentic problems. In the LAB 
environment knowledge is generated through cooperation between students, coaches and work-life 
partners. Heikkinen and Stevenson [27] observe that “…the role of coaches and tutors as supervisors 
of learning is to direct the students to find and build new knowledge and to commit them to work toward 
the promotion of learning” (p. 164). 

This model becomes useful for the processual understanding of what we want to create at Arcada, both 
in terms of future work-life skills, but also understanding the connection between the development of an 
entrepreneurial mindset in a certain environment. 

3 DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE AND ARCADA COACHING CLINIC (ACC) 
The course “Creating work life skills in an entrepreneurial environment” took place in the spring of 2019 
at Arcada UAS. The aim of this course was to develop a new learning concept based on the user 
perspective of the students, while increasing their intrapreneurial and entrepreneurial thinking and 
introducing them to a diverse set of soft skills. The course was a unique learning experience, driven by 
a hierarchy free collaboration of 13 students and 6 teachers. The course was student driven when it 
commenced in February 2019, with students assuming the role of the ‘experts’. They applied their 
working life skills, knowledge and entrepreneurial thinking to the three stages of the course: opportunity 
identification, competence development and conceptualization processes. The course was facilitated 
and supervised by the teachers who assumed the role of ‘coaches’. 

The course featured a pre-determined syllabus which was designed by the coaches (Table. 1). However, 
the course content remained fluid and students were encouraged to take the lead and modify the day-
to-day activity of the course. For instance, in the first week the students mapped the future skills and 
competencies that they perceived as crucial to learn for work-life after university studies. The 
competencies that the students identified were divided into four clusters: Communication, creativity, 
personal leadership and digital skills. These contained sub-sets of skills such as teamwork, 
collaboration, problem solving, resilience, discipline, reliability, gamification and basic coding, which 
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aligned with the competencies outlined in the Osaaminen 2035 report [14]. Finally, students selected 
the cluster that interested them most, formed teams of 4-5 persons and began to research by organizing 
guest speakers, company visits, and co-creation workshops with the guidance of coaches. 

Table 1. Arcada Course Syllabus 2019. 

Competency Description 

Competency 
outcomes 

The aim of the course is to:  
- increase students’ knowledge of intra- and entrepreneurial thinking, as well as help 

them to build their own networks  
- increase their knowledge of diverse soft skills, such as co-operation and 

communication 

Competencies 
demonstrated by 
students 

And the students can: 
- use agile and innovative tools for concept and/or service development projects  
- better understand the entrepreneurial mindset  
- better reflect on own learnings  
- work in multidisciplinary and multicultural teams 
- recognize own entrepreneurial strengths  
- understand the importance of soft skills in future working life 

The learnings from the ACC project and the course were to be considered as two-fold 1) gaining skills 
in line with the specified competences (Table. 1) 2) Learning through the reflective student driven 
process of designing the entrepreneurial learning environment. 

4 METHODOLOGY 
As mentioned initially, the case study design and qualitative inductive approach was chosen for this 
current research into the practice of EE. The study is of explorative nature. Due to the closeness to the 
field and the researchers, authors and participants taking on several roles at the same time, one can 
also note that auto-ethnographical traits when it comes to data collection and analysis are present. With 
the definitions of EE and reflections in mind, it was deemed necessary to use an assessment tool that 
supports learning and goes beyond the classical test of knowledge [28]. Self-reflective diaries, field 
notes and process descriptions were employed to collect rich text data, followed by systematic analysis. 

4.1 Data collection 
The data sample consisted of 12 students who participated in the “Creating work life skills in an 
entrepreneurial environment” course. One of the authors of this article, who was the 13th student in the 
course, did not participate in the study as a respondent and was not included in the data sample. Each 
respondent studied at Arcada UAS and belonged to at least one of its educational departments: 
Business Management, Culture and Media, Energy and Materials Technology, Health and Welfare. 

The data for this study was collected using the following instruments – reflective diaries and participant 
observation.  

A reflective diary, consisting of a series of short free-form reflections written individually by the 
students. According to Pravet and Holmlund [29], a reflective diary is a suitable instrument for data 
collection in an exploratory research based on subjective data, allowing informants to express their 
thoughts in their own words (see Fig. 1). Respondents summarized their learning experiences on a 
weekly basis; however, the first diary entries were recorded at the end of week 3. The study contained 
9 different reflective diaries, i.e. sets of entries, corresponding to 11 weeks of the course. 

Due to the sensitivity of the information within the reflective diaries, the respondents were guaranteed 
anonymity. The research participants voluntarily agreed to participate in the study and gave permission 
to use the collected data for research purposed (i.e informed consent). Diary data was collected online 
with Google Forms. 
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Figure 1. Student Reflective Diary: Instructions 

Participant observation, a method rooted in ethnography, consists of researchers immersing 
themselves in a group to gather data from within [30]. Thus, the authors of this article were involved 
both as participants in the course (two students and two coaches) and researchers of the course 
(participant observers). As such, while taking part in course activities, researchers provided full-
transparency about the fact that data was being collected and analyzed. The observations in this study 
were documented by the researchers, which allowed for a better explain analysis of the reflective diaries. 
Triangulation of data collection methods were employed to mitigate the subjectivity of researcher 
viewpoints and obtain reliable data. 

5 RESULTS 
Except for the first diary entry, which covered the first three weeks of the course, data from reflective 
diaries were collected on a weekly basis. Based on the course activities and the learning experiences 
reflected in the diaries, the data was separated into three parts to align with the phases of the course: 
opportunity identification (weeks 1-5), competence building (weeks 6-9) and prototyping (weeks 10-15). 
Since the course and research are ongoing at the point of writing this paper, the data analysis for the 
prototyping phase is not yet available. 

5.1 Opportunity identification (Week 1 - 5) 
From the student activities and learning experiences, the first five weeks of the course make up the 
opportunity identification phase of the development of ACC entrepreneurial learning environment. 
During the first week of the course, by means of a “kick-off” session, the students were introduced to 
each other and the framework of the course. Considering that the course did not have a fixed, pre-set 
structure, during the next two weekly activity planning sessions students formed four smaller working 
groups or clusters. Each cluster consisted of 3-4 students who shared a specific area of interest 
regarding the 21st century skills. In this case, they were communication, creativity, personal leadership 
and digital skills. Student clusters were responsible for observing, collecting and documenting 
competences from company visits, workshops and other activities outside the course, relevant to their 
selected theme. During the week 3 and 4 planning sessions the students selected a number of 
companies and speakers, from which they would be able to learn the competences relevant to their 
cluster interests. With time restraints in mind, the students then organized the most relevant company 
and speaker visits available to them.  The fifth week was dedicated to the students’ first company visit, 
which also served as a pilot for the upcoming visits. 

The student learning experiences during the opportunity identification phase was documented in three 
sets of reflective diaries. The first reflective diary referred to the activities of the first three weeks and it 
revealed a presiding sense of confusion and uncertainty among the course students, due to the lack of 
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structure and direction. “In the beginning I had no clue what to do or study” - a diary entry suggested. 
Despite the feelings of confusion and uncertainty, the students reported being inspired, excited and 
curious about the project. This feeling was attributed by the students to the buoyant, social environment 
within the course. “Each group has such a blend of individuals from different backgrounds and areas of 
study that we can learn from each other”; “I like being surrounded by active and dedicated people”  -  
students wrote in their reflective diary. 

The second and third reflective diaries included activities from weeks 4 and 5. According to the diaries, 
most of the students continued feeling confused and uncertain about their role within the project, 
however a few individual students expressed beginning to understand how to structure their own 
competence development. A few observations regarding the first company visit were made in the diaries, 
however the majority of the students claimed they did not experience any significant learnings during 
their first visit. “I did not walk away with a lot from the visit”; “Just, luck being in the right place was big 
part of this success and not giving up” - the students reflected in diaries. 

5.2 Competence building (Week 6-9) 
The first five weeks of the course were characterized by feelings of confusion and uncertainty because 
of the lack of pre-set course structure; however, thanks to the buoyant social environment they managed 
to identify the competences they would like to develop. In the following three weeks, weeks 6 to 8, the 
students attended scheduled company visits and guest speaker workshops to gather the desired 
competencies and can therefore be considered as the competence building phase. 

Working together towards developing the ACC project, the students drew on the buoyant social 
environment, in which they were encouraged to apply expertise from their studies of different disciplines. 
The buoyant social environment also played an important role throughout the learning process of the 
entire group, whereby those experiencing uncertainty and confusion were able to gather insights and 
inspiration from their fellow students 

In the sixth week of the course the students visited two companies. As documented in the fourth 
reflective diary, there were five general observations, which referred to their personal development and 
the future development of the project. For instance, some diary entries wrote – “What I learned from last 
week was how to apply gamification to things in order to make them more fun and fun to use/utilize”; 
“What I proved to myself is that you always need to be open for opportunities and stay active”. 

During the seventh week the students were introduced to a “Design Sprint” concept development tool 
by Jake Knapp [3], observed a health care professional training simulation, attended a personal strategy 
development workshop on campus and participated in a concept development workshop facilitated by 
a large marketing company. The fifth reflective diary revealed that the students were beginning to feel 
more confident and had a clearer vision about their progress through course. This growing confidence 
and added clarity were attributed by the students to the sprint book, which they have been reading 
during the week. For example, a diary entry suggested – “Reading the Sprint book has helped me 
understand the structure/content of the course better”. According to a student’s diary entry, another 
factor positively affecting their learning experience was “having a group of people, all equally interested 
in developing and learning new things creates a good atmosphere where you dare to do and network”.  

6 CONCLUSIONS 
Entrepreneurship education is about teaching people to change their current cognitive viewpoint and 
identify new ways of interpreting the world, often through co-creative educational processes that foster 
the development of entrepreneurial, generic and academic skills [18], [26]. In this paper we shared our 
process of stimulating innovation and fostering entrepreneurial (intrapreneurial) thinking in a 
multidisciplinary environment. The research is still in progress at the time of writing this article and the 
following conclusions are preliminary. 

As mentioned at the start of this paper, the study explored a dual approach to learning 1) students learn 
through the collaborative and co-creative process 2) coaches and students learn together about how to 
build a sustainable milieu in order to foster entrepreneurial thinking at Arcada UAS. 

Based on participatory observations, the buoyant social environment was seen to have a positive effect 
on the learning experience, inspiration and creativity of the group. This supported theoretical insights 
about context, environment and collaboration [1], [16], [19]. Working in multidisciplinary teams, which 
transcended age, gender and area of study, enabled the group to share multiple perspectives and 
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develop a viable course concept for the Arcada Coaching Clinic. Furthermore, students demonstrated 
a better understanding and application of the skills that they selected, through the formation of cluster 
groups, and the competencies outlined in the course syllabus (Table. 1). 

While the analysis of self-reflection diaries revealed that most of the students initially felt confused and 
uncertain when confronted with a structure-free educational environment, these feelings were alleviated 
in week 7 as students familiarised themselves with Sprint methodology and seemingly began to take 
control of their own learning path. This may support the idea proposed by Hägg and Kurczewska [23] 
that students should be stimulated to act in an entrepreneurial way, collect meaningful experiences and 
be able to reflect on them in relation to conceptual knowledge, even if such reflective practice requires 
a long and extended process. 

Even though this paper is based on a literature review of limited scope and an ongoing study of small 
sample size, the Arcada Coaching Clinic holds promise as a learning environment with the potential to 
support the development of entrepreneurial skills. It is worthy of further research to explore outcomes 
of the ensuing course based on robust empirical evidence. The first stage of the project ends in May 
2019 and the proposed course co-created by teachers and students will be tested and implemented in 
the coming academic year. It is suggested that future research involving the collection of longer-term 
data be necessary in order to further explore the potential of this course. 
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