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The concept o f  en terprise has appeared in  a variety of contexts and fo rm s o ver the 
last decade o r  so, and this m yriad o f  m eanings has not been helpful in  the prom otion  
in U niversities o f  w hat is know n as Enterprise in H igher Education. In  o rder to 
bring som e clarity to  the discussion, it is necessary first o f all to  rehearse  som e of 
the m ore com m on connotations o f  “enterprise” before going on to  ana lyse  the 
factors w hich encouraged the developm ent and prom otion o f  the E n terp rise  in 
H igher Education  program m e in general, and in  the U niversity  o f  U lste r in 
particular. I  shall then discuss som e o f the m ore significant achievem ents o f  the 
program m e to date.

Definitions of Enterprise and its relationship to Higher Education
For m ost people,'en terprise is inevitably associated with business in  som e w ay -  
and in  N orthern Ireland it is usually  associated w ith small businesses w hich  m ay 
be organised into enterprise zones or centres. This association b e tw een  sm all 
business and ‘en terp rise’ is w ell founded -  Lord Young argued that th e  num ber o f  
business start-ups and se lf em ployed is an indicator o f the successful sp read  o f  an 
‘enterprise cu ltu re’. H e further suggested that “The basis o f  the en terp rise  cultu re 
lies w ith the restoration o f  the age o f  the individual. Individuals m ust b e  given the
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scope to develop their skills, take on responsibility and use their personal initiative” 
(Y oung 1992). On a broader front, enterprise is associated with being entrepreneurial
— again usually in the context o f private industry. In this context, the idea o f 
en terprise (as being attached as an adjective to persons) gained popularity during 
th e  T hatcher era in the 1980s where it was held as the ideal quality to engender in 
a ll o f  the population if econom ic recovery was to be assured. W hilst the Enterprise 
in  H igher Education Initiative has its origins in this political and econom ic context
— and indeed has as its key aim the “encouragem ent o f the developm ent o f qualities 
o f  enterprise am ongst those seeking higher education qualifications” (Training 
A gency 1988) it is by no means confined in its application to the developm ent o f 
a  narrow ly defined range o f business skills in undergraduates, nor does it necessarily 
encourage a higher level o f “econom ic aw areness” . ' O ne o f  the m ost interesting 
aspects o f the Enterprise in H igher Education Initiative, as it has been interpreted 
across the higher education system in the U .K ., is the breadth  o f m eaning that has 
been  attached to the concept o f enterprise. In the m ain, institutions o f  higher 
education  have taken enterprise to consist o f a range o f broadly personal and 
transferable skills, which initially m ay be applied to  the process o f being a student, 
an d  thence to  a range o f occupations and professions in  both the public and private 
sectors. How ever, all o f the above begs the necessary question as to why such an 
in itiative w as deemed necessary at all. It could be legitim ately argued that the 
w hole experience o f a higher education curriculum  was underpinned by the 
‘lib e ra l’ ethos which focused on the developm ent o f a range of transferable skills 
an d  abilities such as critical thinking; self analysis and assessm ent; sensitivity to 
o thers; respect for argum ent and rational debate -  and m any others. W hilst higher 
education  institutions may have thought this to be the case, those who em ployed 
graduates how ever were beginning to  express quite contrary views: U niversities 
an d  Polytechnics were the object o f com m ents from  em ployers both individually 
an d  collectively suggesting that the focus on the acquisition o f ever increasing 
am oun ts o f  know ledge, and the m ethod o f  delivery  o f that know ledge to 
undergraduates was counterproductive. This com m ent from  the Council for 
Industry  and H igher Education is typical o f  m any -

“G iven rapid changes in the w orld o f  work, w e believe that higher education 
m ust equip its students with the capacity, both  in tellectual and personal to 
adapt readily to m eet diverse changes. T he m ental furniture includes a 
sound understanding o f how things w ork along w ith a specialist know ledge
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o f a subject. In addition, em ployers will increasingly expect higher 
education  to give a grounding in personal skills: com m unication; problem - 

’ solving; team work; leadership. In many instances, this w ill be ach ieved by 
ch a n g in g  the  learn in g  p rocess from  passive ab so rp tio n  to  ac tive  
participation” .

T hus, it w as clear that a response was needed to such criticism  -  especially  given 
the prevalent political and econom ic clim ate of the time. The Enterprise in  H igher 
Education In itiative was launched in  D ecem ber 1987 by the E m ploym ent 
D epartm ent in the U.K. (specifically by what was know n at the tim e as the 
M anpow er Services C om m ission -  la ter to becom e the T raining A gency an d  now 
know n as the Training, Em ploym ent and Education D irectorate). The b road  aims 
o f EH E are that:

• Every person seeking a higher education qualification should be able to 
develop com petencies and aptitudes relevant to  enterprise;

• these com petencies and aptitudes should be acquired at least in  part 
through project-based work designed to be undertaken in a  real econom ic 
setting w hich should be jo in tly  assessed by em ployers and the s tuden ts’ 
h igher education institution (Training Agency 1988).

As we can clearly see, the aim s o f the Initiative respond directly  to the concerns 
expressed by industrialists and politicians about the need for greater accom m odation 
betw een higher education and industry by using the concept o f enterprise  as 
directly m ediating the needs o f  the two partners in the process. The In itia tive was 
underpinned by the prom ise o f  up to £ 1 m  in funding over a five year period to  those 
H igher Education Institutions which could devise strategies fo r the developm ent 
o f an institutional fram ew ork which assured students of opportunities to acquire 
enterprise com petencies. The interesting feature o f the progress o f the in itiative 
over the last five years across som e sixty different institutions o f  h igher education  
in the U .K ., is the way in w hich that accom m odation has not brought about a radical 
shift in the orientation o f those institutions. Rather, it has been em braced by  h igher 
education and reshaped to  m eet felt needs for curriculum  reform  w hich initially  
benefit the ability o f  individuals to becom e better students, and only rea lly  as a 
secondary consequence, to  becom e m ore ‘enterprising’ recruits and em ployees. 
The experience o f  the Initiative at the U niversity o f Ulster p rovides a good exam ple 
o f  this process.
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Enterprise in Higher Education at the University of Ulster
W ithin the broad aims o f the Initiative, the EH E objectives at the U niversity o f 
U lster are:

• The acquisition by students o f the key personal and interpersonal 
enterprise com petencies, including the skill o f  learning how  to learn;

• T he provision of opportunities for students to  apply these com petencies 
in a range o f w orkplace, social and com m unity settings;

• T h e  ac tive  inv o lv em en t o f  em p lo y e rs  as o u r p a rtn e rs  in the 
im plem entation of the program m e;

• Changes in the m ethods of teaching, learning and student assessm ent, 
and in the content o f  the curriculum , w hich will provide a basis for the 
developm ent o f enterprise com petencies;

• A  com prehensive staff developm ent program m e fully in tegrated within 
the broad enterprise initiative.

The strategy devised for achieving these objectives over the five year funding 
period focused on three areas of intervention -  curriculum  change; staff developm ent 
and the enhancem ent o f existing em ployer partnerships (usually through the 
in tegrated sandwich placem ent program m e). U nderpinning the strategy was a 
recognition that if  the objectives were to be realised, then the existing strengths and 
advantages o f  the institution had to be harnessed and refocused -  thus m inim ising 
the inevitable resistance of staff whose existing practice was being called into 
question  by the Initiative. (There was likely to  be resistance from  staff w ho reacted 
to  the ideological symbolism o f  the concept o f  enterprise -  I shall return to this 
later).

Thus, the EH E Initiative in the U niversity o f  U lster m ay be characterised 
not so m uch as colonisation, bu t m ore akin to  infiltration. A  key feature o f this 
strategy o f infiltration capitalised upon existing procedures for course approval 
and renew al in the Institution w hich broadly follow ed those established in the 
earlier Polytechnic stage o f the developm ent o f  U.U., and were based upon the 
Council for National A cadem ic A w ards processes o f  quality assurance. This 
follow s a quinquennial cycle wherein each program m e has to  resubm it for 
validation  and approval, and an annual review  to m onitor the health and progress 
o f  each course. It was therefore a relatively easy m echanism  to use to  im plem ent 
w hat is fundam entally a curriculum  developm ent initiative. From  the beginning
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of the project, each course presenting for revalidation was required  to dem onstra te  
the w ays in w hich it was providing the opportunity fo r the developm en t o f  
enterprise com petencies in students. It was crucial to the success o f  the  In itia tive  
how ever, that there was sufficient flexibility allowed in  the w ay cou rse  team s 
defined enterprise in the context o f their ow n program m e and its key  aim s and  
objectives. In order to  allow  staff the opportunity to get a fee ling  fo r w hat 
enterprise m ight m ean in relation to their ow n discipline o r p rofession, the p ro jec t 
encouraged groups o f staff to bring forward proposals for experim ental innovations 
in curriculum  developm ent and deliveryw hich EHE would support, fund  and assis t 
with evaluation. This exem plified in its ow n practice the experien tial approach  to  
curriculum  developm ent that it was attem pting to promote across th e  U niversity  as 
a whole. It was recognised at the outset, that there could be little  m ean ingfu l 
curriculum  developm ent w ithout related and dedicated sta ff developm ent. T h e  
approach to staff developm ent in support o f the EHE Initiative em phasises learn ing  
through practice and feedback. Thus, the initiative very quickly m oved  aw ay from  
m ounting courses in various aspects o f  enterprising curriculum  deve lopm en t -  in 
such areas as assessm ent o f  com petence; student centred learning; teach ing  sty les 
etc -  to dealing directly w ith course team s and other sm all groups o f  s ta ff  in 
identifying the pedagogical-problem s associated with the developm ent o f  en terp rise 
com petencies in their ow n students, and trying to perceive problem s. S ta ff  thus 
learned about curriculum  developm ent using a problem -based learn ing  approach .

The third aspect o f  the im plem entation strategy for E H E  in the U niversity  
o f U lster involved the enhancem ent o f em ployer partnerships in  o rd er to  m ake  
m ore explicit the role o f  w ork-based learning. As with curricu lum  deve lopm en t, 
the strategy identified the key areas o f strength already existing in th is area. T h ese  
were, a well founded sandw ich placem ent program m e operating  across the  
U niversity and involving som e 900 students each year; a large teach ing  com pany  
program m e fo r graduate developm ent; an orientation tow ards com m unity  an d  
occupational relevance in the developm ent o f curricula and a h is to ry  o f  c lo se  
cooperation w ith industrial and professional bodies in the p lanning an d  delivery  o f  
courses. Thus, any im pact that EH E w as to be able to  m ake in  em p lo y er 
developm ent w as likely to be qualitative rather than quantitative -  i.e . do in g  it 
better rather than doing m ore o f it. This process was certain ly  fac ilita ted  by  
em ployers them selves stressing m ore generalised enterprise com petencies in  th e ir  
graduate recruitm ent literature and in their graduate developm ent p rog ram m es. It
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w as inhibited however, by  the preponderance o f small com panies in N orthern 
Ire land  w ho had little or no experience in graduate recruitm ent or w ork-based 
learning at undergraduate level. Thus, the strategy fo r im plem enting EH E at the 
U niversity o f Ulster involved curriculum developm ent in partnership with employers 
and professional associations which em phasised the developm ent o f  opportunities 
fo r students to become m ore “enterprising” in the context of their chosen course, 
and the process was underpinned by specific and focused staff developm ent and 
educational development. Taken together, the sum  o f such strategic interventions 
p rov ided  a platform  for w ider institutional change, thereby setting in place the 
o v e ra ll fram ew ork  w ith in  w hich the  d ev e lo p m en t o f  m ore  en terp ris in g  
undergraduates would be firm ly supported.

Interpreting Enterprise at Ü.U.
Since the launch of the program m e in O ctober 1990, the EH E Initiative has m ade 
significant progress on all three strategic fronts, but the experience o f im plem enting 
E H E  has highlighted the ways in w hich the concept has becom e reconceptualised 
and reconstructed in use. The initial phase o f curriculum  im plem entation involved 
‘au d itin g ’ existing curricula to ascertain the extent to w hich students w ere able to 
avail them selves of opportunities to develop “enterprise” com petencies. In order 
to  assist in  this reflexive process, a checklist o f com petencies (described elsewhere 
in th is  m onograph) was provided but no explanations o f  what these might mean or 
examples were given. Thus, it was very m uch left to course tutors to interpret the 
com petencies in the light o f  their know ledge o f the taught program m es. W hilst this 
approach  would have been invalid as the basis o f  a research exercise (where 
concep tual m eanings and indicators have to  be constant across cases), the ‘audit’ 
p rocedure  w as meant to be as m uch a consciousness raising exercise with course 
tu to rs, encouraging them to  reflect on their program m es from  a new  perspective, 
as it w as a fact finding exercise to provide a rough base line against which EHE 
prog ress could  be charted. This approach to curriculum  developm ent was 
endo rsed  at an early stage by  the T raining, Em ploym ent and Education Directorate 
w ho  suggested that “The initiative is essentially  developm ental. In a new 
program m e, diversity and flexibility are essential. Experim enting w ith different 
approaches, reviewing the experience and sharing the inform ation are all part o f  the 
developm en t process”. (TEED 1989).
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The results o f the audit process revealed a hidden cache o f good  practice in 
relation to curriculum  delivery for enterprise. The key reason w hy such good 
practice rem ained hidden was o f course that the processes o f  teaching and  learning 
were in the m ain not regarded as worthy o f being brought into the public dom ain. 
No significant rewards -  either status or pecuniary were attached to  good  teaching, 
and the overall culture o f  the institution stressed the im portance o f  research  as a 
vehicle for institutional and personal prestige and income generation. E H E  was the 
fir s t  significant initiative to positively reward good practice in curricu lum  delivery. 
(I shall return to the im portance o f this for institutional change and developm ent 
la ter on.)

W hilst the audit process did not allow for a consistent baseline to be 
established acrossthe U niversity as a whole, for individual courses and program m es, 
it provided a platform  for further developm ent -  either by enhancing  areas o f 
existing strength and achievem ent or by looking to areas o f  potential. T h e  process 
o f curriculum  review  (which form ed an existing elem ent in the qu inquennial 
course review  cycle) could now point to such areas in the proposals fo r on-going 
curriculum  developm ent. A t the tim e o f writing, som e forty  cou rses have 
presented them selves for revalidation and have incorporated into the ir cu rricu lum  
plans, suggested m eans o f enhancing opportunities for en terprise com petence 
developm ent in students. Com m on characteristics o f such plans inc lude  — greater 
involvem ent o f  students in the negotiation o f the curriculum; g rea ter use o f  group 
work, learning teams and peer group learning; increasing use o f  se lf  and  peer 
assessm ent; greater variety in assessm ent m odes and m ore e ffec tive  use o f  
sem inars and tutorials for the developm ent of presentation and com m unication  
skills.

W hilst the initial stages of feedback monitoring and evaluation  have  been 
extrem ely positive both from  students and staff, we must exercise som e cau tion  
about the longer term structural im plications i.e. whether such innovations becom e 
perm anent features o f  the course or whether they become casualties o f  p ressu re 
from  other quarters such as the need for staff to engage in research o r the  increased  
num ber and variety o f  students enrolling on courses. In tim e, the long itud inal 
survey (Leckey, this volum e) m ay reveal a m ore definitive outcom e.

The associa ted  s ta ff  developm ent program m e used m u ch  the  sam e 
m ethodology to establish general acceptance i.e. capitalising on streng th s and 
existing good practice and dissem ination o f exem plars o f ‘en terp ris in g ’ teaching.
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T he broad strategy utilised an approach that Susan W eil has characterised as 
“dislodging” (Wei! 1992). She argued that organisational change, produces the 
em ergence o f  three groups o f staff which she described as ‘keen ies’ ‘yes-buts’ and 
‘not-over-m y-dead-bodies’. As their nam e im plies, ‘keenies’ are those who have 
been aw aiting an opportunity such as the envisaged change affords, and will avail 
them selves o f  that opportunity to pursue ends which they now perceive to be 
com patib le with the changes. At the other extrem e there are the ‘not-over-m y- 
dead-bod ies’. These would be that group referred to earlier who would be 
fundam entally  -  perhaps ideologically -  opposed to the very idea o f enterprise in 
h igher education. For this group, the initiative provoked a high level o f defensiveness 
and denial o f  the need to change. Between these tw o extrem es sits the m ajority of 
s ta ff  wlio are the ‘yes-buts’. These staff recognise the im portance and necessity o f 
the proposed changes, but feel at a loss in relation to their ability to sustain the 
change. The majority o f energy and effort in the m anagem ent o f  the EHE staff 
developm ent programme was channelled tow ards these staff. The strategy 
adop ted  was to confront directly problem s staff were facing in relation to their 
pedagogical practice and to introduce them  to ‘solutions’ w hich prom oted the aims 
o f  EH E w hilst at the same tim e not distorting the objectives o f the teaching and 
learn ing  strategy for the course. This is a delicate balancing act which we are still 
learn ing  to get right, but I believe has m uch greater longer term possibilities for 
actual practical changes in staff behaviour, than simply initiating and delivering a 
series o f interesting sem inars and w orkshops for academ ic staff.

One o f  the first tangible ‘products’ to em erge from  EH E staff developm ent 
ac tiv ity  is a Directory o f Innovations in T eaching and Learning -  an in-house 
publication  by staff for staff which highlights good practice and dissem inates this 
to  a w ider audience. On a less tangible.level, sm all inform al networks o f  staff are 
being  established around particular teaching and learning issues and interests, and 
these  offer benefits o f  mutual support, encouragem ent and  public validation o f 
w hat o therw ise might appear to be m averick behaviour vis-à-vis the relatively low 
p restige  accorded to innovations in this area.

Perhaps the area o f greater difficulty in the im plem entation o f EHE has been 
the  th ird  facet of the strategy -  the enhancem ent o f  em ployer partnerships. As I 
m en tioned  earlier, the University already had considerable strength in this area -  
no tab ly  in the wide application o f various form s o f  ‘sandw ich’ placem ent ranging 
from  the one year paid placem ent usually in the penultim ate year o f the course, to
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short (six week) periods o f work experience undertaken during term  tim e on an 
unpaid basis. The role for EH E therefore becam e not so m uch one o f doing m ore, 
but doing it better. In addition* the idea o f  “project-based w ork in real se ttings” was 
extended into the final year o f  the student’s course and involved the prom otion o f 
com m unity based projects for final year dissertations rather than the usual 
theoretical or library-based thesis.

It was particularly unfortunate that the developm ent o f the EHE strategy vis 
a v is em ployers coincided with the econom ic recession w hich had profound 
im plications for recruitm ent and training in companies, both large and sm all. As 
a result the success o f EH E in this area has been less than was originally hoped. 
W here difficulties were encountered in even obtaining placem ents fo r students, 
there w as little enthusiasm  or incentive to worry about the quality o f  the experience. 
However, the current crisis in sandwich placem ent has stim ulated a m uch broader 
review o f  the process as a whole involving consideration o f other m odels o f 
integrating w ork-based learning within an academic curriculum . T his review  
process is on-going but there is little doubt that the results o f  the review  w ill be a 
useful lever fo r  the  EHE process in relation to em ployer partnerships.

A nother significant developm ent w hich is likely to assist in  the p rom otion  
o f EHE aims and  objectives is the establishm ent o f N ational Education  and 
Training targets, allied to the new N ational Vocational Q ualification (N V Q ) 
structure. This m ovem ent, although politically inspired is industry-led  and 
em phasises the achievem ent o f qualifications against specified ou tcom es or 
standards in the context o f  the workplace. In the longer term, especially in respect 
o f the higher level (professional) NVQs, this implies a m uch closer in tegration  o f  
the theoretical and know ledge underpinning o f courses leading to professional 
qualifications, and the assessm ent o f perform ance in the w orkplace. E m ployers 
and professional associations will need to work very closely w ith institu tions o f  
higher education  in  order to reach com m on understandings o f the appropriate  
com petencies to b e  learned and the standards to be achieved. The g rea ter the 
opportunity for the developm ent o f a com m on language around the concep t o f  
com petence betw een industry and higher education, the greater the chances o f  the 
underlying philosophy o f  EH E being fulfilled.

Having review ed the im plem entation and some initial outcom es o f  E H E  in 
relation to  the constituent parts o f the strategy, I would like to conclude w ith  som e 
tentative rem arks abou t the effects o f the program m e on the institution, bearing  in
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m ind that one of the perennial problem s in discussing organisational changes o f 
any kind is to isolate relevant cause and effects. In the case o f EHE, at the tim e the 
project was being implemented initially, the institution was itself changing both as 
a result o f changes in its environm ent, but also as a result o f conscious internal 
interventions.

To what extent therefore could the changes that m ight be attributed to EHE 
be attributed instead to a series o f quite different causes and deliberate interventions? 
W e shall never know for certain, but I would like to  argue the case that EH E has 
perform ed a rather unique function for the institution as a w hole over the past two 
years or so, the consequences o f which has been to drive a series o f changes that 
otherw ise m ight have not achieved such a high profile.

This institutional function can be likened to an industrial “R and D ” role. 
EH E acts as a catalyst for discussion of issues which w hilst pertinent to its own aims 
and objectives, have a much w ider referent in the institution and is the first point 
o f  action in relation to em erging issues such as N V Q s and HE; the accreditation o f 
p rior experiential learning and workplace learning; the im plications o f the growth 
in student num bers for the quality o f learning and the developm ent o f strategies to 
encourage greater student learning autonomy.

Because EHE acts outside, and often independently of, the formal structures 
w ithin the institution, it draws in staff from  a variety o f  positions in the organisation, 
w ho w ork together around a particular task. In w orking w ith EH E in this way, staff 
becom e attuned to reflecting on the organisation as a w hole and not sim ply their 
particular departm ent, discipline or function. Such an aw areness on the part o f 
m em bers o f an organisation is an essential pre-requisite o f  m eaningful cultural 
change w ithout which no intervention will have any significant impact.

Conclusion
T he experience of im plem enting a program m e such as EHE, w hich has at its heart, 
conscious organisational change, has served above all to  exem plify the prevalence 
o f  unintended consequences of social action. W hilst m any o f  the key aim s and 
objectives o f the program m e have been, or are w ell on course tow ards being 
realised , EH E has stim ulated, prom oted and sustained  a variety o f other, 
unanticipated outcomes, particularly at the institutional level, which will ensure 
that those institutions becom e significantly changed, and rem ain so, long after the 
funding has expired.
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