
Engaging students in social 

innovation and social 

entrepreneurship through 

curriculum and non-curriculum 

based education activities

Sarah Cooper

University of Edinburgh Business School

February 2018



The University of Edinburgh

Influencing the world since 1583 

One of the largest universities in the UK 

Nearly 40,000 students, 25,300 

undergraduates 

Ranked 4th in the UK on quality and 

breadth of research (Research Excellence 

Framework 2014) 

Ranked in top 25 worldwide 2017

Excellent reputation for teaching & 

research - over 80% staff research active

Associated with 15 Nobel Prize winners in 

areas such as Physics, Medicine, 

Economics



Strategic imperatives

• University’s strategic plan entitled: ‘Delivering impact 

for society’

• Contributing locally and globally as one of four 

development themes, this means…..

Putting our research and teaching in the service

of the ‘community’ (in, with and for the

community)

Building and strengthening relationships locally 

and globally 



The University in its wider ecosystem

Multiple roles: R&D lab, employer, educator

– magnet: flows of talent and knowledge

– incubator: knowledge/ventures - direct and indirect spin-offs

– capacity builder: research capability, staff/student ventures, 

business knowledge and career aspirations

Education, entrepreneurship and enterprise
• “bringing the future forward”

• multi-institutional and level approach 
– school, university, post-experience, corporate - ‘Primary 1 to plc’ 

• Government support - Science Enterprise Challenge

• engendering innovation and enterprise to support 
multiple agendas - social purpose, profit, not for profit



University role in fostering social 

innovation & entrepreneurship

Shift over last 20-30 years: passive to active engagement

– co-location of activity: research/science parks

– active engagement: integrated hive/hatchery/incubation space

Focus on quality and impact 
– research: blue sky to company-specific research
– teaching: theory to practice and experiential learning
– knowledge exchange/transfer: spin-outs/start-ups,

relevance, impact and engagement 
• c.40 spin-outs/start-up per year  

Culture and infrastructure

– growing focus on enterprise with a community/social purpose

– supporting innovation and enterprise, through Schools and 
centrally through  Edinburgh Innovation (EI), our Technology 
Transfer Office



Developing innovation and entrepreneurial 

skills/capacity amongst students

Offerings

– core, elective, extra-curricular

– under/postgraduate, post-experience

– different disciplines, e.g. science and technology

– day, week, semester, year, degree …

Pedagogy to enhance ‘self-efficacy’

– encourage to learn, try and persist in entrepreneurship

– knowledge about/for entrepreneurship builds sense of 
capability

– forms of teaching, curriculum content

• authentic mastery: experiential learning, placements …

• vicarious experience: role models, guest speakers …



The experiential learning continuum in entrepreneurship education 
(Cooper et al 2004)
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In-organisation 
project Intense 

‘On the 
spot’ 

Very high  
High, 

extremely 
active 

 

       

       

Organisation 
visit guided by 
the entrepreneur  

Medium 
There, but 

only 
fleetingly 

High  
Moderate, 

active 
 

       

       

Case study, with 
entrepreneur in 
class 

Medium As a visitor Medium  
Moderate, 

active 
 

       

       

Interactive class 
sessions Medium Remote Medium  

Modest, 
active 

 

       

       

Case study, 
text/video only Low Remote Low  

Low, 
active 

 

       

       

Lecture Low, non-
existent 

Extremely 
remote 

Low to non-
existent 

 
Low, 

passive 
 

 



Our Business School

Links theory and practice through academically-rigorous, engaged 

learning, grounded in real world experience

Guest speakers, Entrepreneurship Club, individual/group projects for 

public, private and third-sector organisations, dissertations linked  to 

organisational challenges, e.g. Johnson & Johnson, Homeless World Cup, 

National Heath Service

Study tours (treks) for increasing numbers of MSc and MBA courses, 

exploring global social issues, e.g. India and Colombia

Enhancing employability for challenging and stimulating graduate roles

Underpinned through research and engagement with SMEs, 

multinationals, public and third-sector



A complex web: some ecosystem actors

Internal (include)

• Launch.Ed: training, competitions, 

Enterprise Accelerator

• Business plan competitions

• Activities in other Schools

– e.g. Chemistry’s Grand 

Challenge 

• Early career researchers

– AHSS, Science & Engineering, 

Medicine and Vet Medicine

• Entrepreneurship events and 

societies (e.g. E-club, FreshSight)

• Hackathons (e.g. Make your Mark, 

Hunter Square)

External (include)

• Scottish Government

• Scottish Enterprise

• Scottish Institute for Enterprise

• Social Enterprise Scotland

• Funders/Foundations (e.g. Social 

Investment Scotland, Robertson 

Trust)

• Public and third sector 

organisations – regional and local

• Supporters of research (e.g. 

Carnegie Trust)



Some final reflection: Benefits of 

students engaging with the ecosystem

• Builds understanding of the value of social enterprise 

and innovation

• Develops key knowledge and transferrable skills

• Highlights range of alterative career paths

• Provides insights and roles models for those interested 

in start-up

• Highlights resources and support available, and how to 

navigate through the web to access it

• Emphasises HEI role in developing human capital and 

engaging with external stakeholders for pubic good



Comments and Questions 


