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Experiential Learning in the Tropics: Students Explore the Tastes and Smells of Entrepreneurship Education 

Introduction/Need for Research

Entrepreneurial activity has increased over the past decade (Kuratko, 2005).  The growing numbers of Americans under the age of 34 trying to start their own businesses have been paralleled by the growth in academic programs related to entrepreneurship (Kuratko, 2005).  In the past there has been debate over whether or not entrepreneurship can be taught or if it is an inherent trait.  According to Kuratko (2005), education can serve as a venue to cultivate an “entrepreneurial perspective” in students (p. 578).  As explained by Kuratko (2005), “the characteristics of seeking opportunities, taking risks beyond security, and having the tenacity to push an idea through to reality combine into a special perspective that permeates entrepreneurs” (p. 578). 
Experiential learning and more specifically Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, has been used in the past to enhance students’ learning about entrepreneurship (Dana, 1987; Gorman, Hanlon, & King, 1997; Ulrich & Cole, 1987).  Similarly, Dhliwayo (2008) used the experiential learning model as the framework for developing entrepreneurship curriculum.  Experiential learning was used to help in the process of “generating and increasing interest in entrepreneurship” and to help “increase student awareness and enhance the ability to learn from experience” (Gorman et al., 1997, p. 62).   Projects have been found to be an effective technique to teach entrepreneurship.  The purpose of this study was to describe the evidence of learning during an entrepreneurship project based on Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model.  

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework

Experiential learning, as defined by Kolb (1984), is a four stage cycle that includes concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation.  All parts of the cycle are necessary for learning.  In order to make sense of the experience and be able to make generalizations, learners must effectively reflect and relate experiences to past learning (Kolb, 1984). 
  
Methodology

Students from three U.S. universities participated (N=15) in a three week study abroad course called Promoting Sustainability: Training Agricultural Practitioners in the Humid Tropics during the summer of 2010.  As part of the course, the students were assigned an entrepreneurship project in which they created two natural products, chocolate and soap, and marketed them to the host university students.  The students were able to create unique products using standard processing methods and a variety of local ingredients.  
Throughout their experience, the students were required to reflect on their experiences in journals every other day using given prompts.  After the experience, a content analysis was conducted on the journal entries using the constant comparative method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  An audit trail was created and a member check was conducted to establish trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Through data analysis emergent themes were identified.  The researcher placed these themes into categories based on indicators of experiential learning.    
Results/Findings

Student journal entries showed evidence of learning.  Ten of the 15 students (P1, P2, P3, P5, P9, P10, P11, P12, P13, and P14) had an increased appreciation for natural product production and marketing through the entrepreneurship project.  For example, “The project makes you realize how much work goes into each product and have more respect for the people that make those products the way we like them” (P1).  
The most cited type of learning that was found was changed understanding, cited by 10 of the 15 students (P1, P2, P3, P6, P7, P9, P11, P12, P13, and P14).  Students exhibited a changed understanding in production and marketing.  Regarding production, P3 stated that “I had no idea how intense the process of preparing the cocoa beans is.”  In another example of changed understanding one student said, “It gave me a new perspective on how products are marketed prior to being put on the shelves of super markets” (P7).  
Evidence of learning through experience was identified (P5, P6, P9, P13, and P15).  According to P15, “I feel like I learned more from doing it myself than I could have from taking any class about marketing.”  Specifically learning through experience about entrepreneurship was found in statements such as, “the entrepreneurship opportunity provided my group with every aspect of marketing a new product” (P9). 

Conclusions

Students learned about entrepreneurship using experiential learning during their entrepreneurship project.  Through their journaling, the students were able to reflect and link their new experience to past experiences and form new thoughts on the process.  Students gained appreciation for making and marketing a natural product as well as changing their understanding of the entrepreneurship process. Students gained an increased appreciation and a changed understanding of entrepreneurship by learning from experience.
Discussion/Implications

	Using experiential learning in student projects helps to foster changes in student appreciation of the process under study and should be used in similar educational settings.  Experiential projects that encourage team work have also been used in marketing education (Bobbitt, Inks, Kemp, & Mayo, 2000).  Having the ability to identify entrepreneurship opportunities can be facilitated by experiential learning (Corbett, 2007). This relates to students being able to obtain a changed understanding of the phenomena of study.  Allowing students to engage directly with the phenomena of study should be encouraged to enhance student learning.  Utilizing the experiential learning cycle should be used in entrepreneurship education projects as well as other similar projects based on the outcomes of this study.   
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