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Abstract:  

 

This article investigates the learning and academic attainment of undergraduate education 

students on enterprise placement projects in a longitudinal mixed methods study. By 

observing the placement learning and analysing previous and subsequent attainment of a 

second and third year group it adds to the ontology of purpose for enterprise in education 

and concurs with the growing body of work identifying placements with sustained academic 

improvement.  The qualitative investigation identifies five key learning factors from the 

placements which support improved academic attainment.  These are: pressure to learn; 

critical personal learning events; seeing the setting as a learning environment; professional 

attachments, and having space to learn.  These factors support the transfer of learning from 

one context or situation to another and using concepts of transformative learning (Mezirow 

2000; Jones, Matlay, and Harris 2012) or transitional learning (Illeris 2007) contributes to a 

cycle of increasing self-esteem and motivation and a sustained improvement in academic 

attainment.  It concludes that a praxis curriculum, using self-assessments, continuous short 

(micro) reflections and taught awareness of the placement as a place to look for and 

recognise learning, would underpin these five factors and contribute to the academic 

processes underpinning attainment. 
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Introduction 

 

The National Centre for Universities and Business (NCUB) sees enterprise as beneficial to 

innovation and the economic performance of society and benefits students through the 

development of an industry related research base, better undergraduate employability, and 

improved curriculum (CBI 2015).   Henry (2013) reported a broadening of the enterprise 

education curriculum across all higher education subjects yet the ontology of the role and 

nature of enterprise in education is unclear (Beresford and Elliott 2010)  This study reports 

on the learning and academic attainment of two groups of undergraduate students on 

enterprise modules as part of an Education Studies degree programme.  The research 

objectives were; firstly, to outline the results from a case study investigation of the students 

undertaking enterprise modules, secondly, to identify factors which improved their 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2016.1272079


academic learning and attainment, and thirdly, to begin the process of discussing a praxis 

curriculum for enterprise learning for socially motivated students.   

 

The study builds on the work of Reddy and Moores (2012) and Jones, Green, and Higson 

(2015) who indicate placements improve academic attainment, and considers an expanded 

definition of enterprise education by recognising education students have distinctly 

different motivators than students from subjects such as business , or engineering, who 

often have more career based, or financial objectives (Hobson et al. 2004; Kim, Markham, 

and Cangelosi 2002; Handscombe 2009).  The article draws together the three themes of 

enterprise, placements, and attainment, and makes the case for a clear link between 

attainment and enterprise placements with five features: pressure to learn; critical personal 

learning events; seeing the setting as a learning environment; professional attachments, and 

having space to learn.  It underpins these findings theoretically suggesting transitional 

learning (Illeris 2007), or transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000; Jones, Green, and Higson 

2012) where learning in one situation can be applied to others, creates deep learning 

(Moon, Curtis, and Dupernex 2013) where students develop and apply knowledge and skills 

to improve their self-efficacy improving their academic performance (Bandura 1986; Higson 

2008).   Finally the article considers a curriculum approach to consolidate attainment factors 

suggesting a reflective model of learning linked to a contemporary assessment regime and 

regular micro reflections to support important personal learning. 

 

Defining Enterprise for Education Students 

 

The distinction between enterprise and entrepreneurship is often confused and the terms 

‘are often used synonymously’ (Jones and Iredale 2010, 10).  To compound this education 

studies students tend to be more socially motivated than students on programmes where 

career or financial considerations are paramount.   Hobson et al. (2014) argue people enter 

the education/teaching profession for social rather than personal gain. The top four reasons 

people wish to teach are:  

 

 to help young people to learn; 

 



 to work with children or young people; 

 

 being inspired by a good teacher themselves;  

 

 to give something back to the community; (14) 

 

Cochran-Smith and Zeichner (2005, 20) argue even more idealistically that teachers enter 

the profession because;  

 

….they love children, they love learning, they imagine a world that is a 

better and more just place, and they want all children to have the chance 

to live and work productively in a democratic society.   

 

Business students for example, are more financially motivated and self-concerned. Research 

by Kim, Markhan, and Cangelosi (2002, 30) identifies their prime motivators as:  

 

 the prospect of gainful employment; 

 

 career expectations;  

 

 monetary rewards, and,  

 

 personal interest. 

 

Economic motivators such as pay and career prospects, while evident, did not appear to be 

an overriding reason for choosing an education course.  While Rae (2010) recognises that 

business students are generally becoming more socially aware, their key motivators are still 

unlikely to be the same as education students.  Therefore enterprise education in this 

context is:  

 



….an undertaking with many similar traits and activities to entrepreneurship 

but which might or might not make a financial or even material gain. It can 

include activities where a social, personal, physical or intellectual 

enhancement exists.  It is about the enterprise education student being 

involved in learning from capacity building and legacy, and could range from 

enhancing a child’s knowledge of an apple, to building a school. (Gazdula 

2015)                     

 

 

Review of the literature 
 

There is a broad base of literature on enterprise learning with the largest body centred on 

business subjects (see Jones and Iredale 2010; Pittaway and Thorpe 2012; Rae 2010; Rae et 

al. 2012).  As an academic discipline education has a more limited literature on enterprise 

learning.  A number of studies from Finland (Lepisto and Ronkko 2013; Ronkko and Lepisto 

2015) consider the views of education teachers and approaches to entrepreneurial teaching 

which offers some insight into how they learn.  Also a number of recent studies link learning 

from placements to improved academic attainment.  Watts et al. (2010) argue the 

development of personal organisation on placements (time management, a professional 

approach to work and a more mature outlook) aid student attainment.  Reddy and Moores 

(2012) find a broad range of placements are beneficial to academic attainment, while 

Naughton and Naughton (2016) link student placements to improved attainment as long as 

the placement is closely aligned to the subject discipline.  Jones, Green, and Higson (2015) 

find higher calibre students are attracted to work placements but still suggest placements 

have a positive effect on student performance.   

For placement learning to affect academic attainment in a long term, consistent sense, 

learning needs to take place in one situation and be applied in a different situation or 

context.  As such Mezirow (2000) explains how one type of experience can be transformed 

into another experience and transformative learning helps to explain how seemingly 

unrelated practical events can aid academic achievement, while Jones, Matlay, and Maritz 

(2012) argue transformative learning may be particularly relevant in the case of enterprise 



experiences.  Smith and Patton (2014) comment on a number of relevant concepts 

including: transferable skills, communication, and collaboration.  Illeris (2007) discusses the 

concept of transitional learning, learning in one place applied elsewhere while Moon, Curtis 

and Dupernex (2013) argue specifically that enterprise education promotes a deeper form 

of learning facilitated by the directly link between abstract learning and praxis.   

 

 

Cope and Watts (2000 cited by Pittaway et al. 2009, 11) consider ‘learning through critical 

episodes or events,’ and Cope also recognises; 

 

 …entrepreneurs can experience distinctive forms of ‘higher-level’ learning 

from facing, overcoming and reflecting on significant opportunities and 

problems during the entrepreneurial process.  (Cope, 2003, 432) 

                                                                           

Seeing the placement setting as a place to learn is noted as an important factor in creating a 

learning environment. Duignan (2003) and Lucasa and Tana, (2013) specifically identify key 

factors of learning when students are prepared to see the placement setting as a learning 

environment, with reflections a determinant of attainment.  Illeris (2007) also describes the 

importance of the environments and sees interaction with content and social groups as a 

key learning attribute.   

 

The importance of reflecting on enterprise experiences is described by Cope (2003; cited in 

Warburton et al. 2005) and as this study progressed the identification of what to reflect on 

becomes an important consideration.  Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984) suggests 

reflecting on the application of academic ideas used in practical situations is the way to gain 

knowledge.  However the enterprise education students reported critical learning events 

outside their academic direction.  Pepin (2012) cites Dewey (1938) stating reflexivity should 

be a broad endeavour which should continue through a whole enterprise process.   The 

approach taken in this study placed students at the centre of the placement as a learning 

experience.  Jones and Iredale, (2010) argue enterprise learning needs to allow students 

freedom to explore, while Henry, Hill and Leitch (2005) suggest students develop their own 



knowledge and personal values from placements.  Henry (2013) also cites the higher 

education Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in advocating the benefits of reflecting on 

enterprise experiences. Reflecting often, on all meaningful experiences during and after a 

period of placement should prove beneficial for learning. 

 

Finally an exploration of positive stress - reported by students - brought up research papers 

on stress in education (Collins and Onwuegbuzie 2003; Andrews and Wilding 2010) without 

really recognising the positive nature of pressure.   The underpinning approach to stress in 

this paper is advised by Nixon (1982) who explains the positive side of stress as an area of 

optimum performance.  A number of academics however challenge the requirement in 

enterprise programmes to accept failures and move on, and the literature (Rea 2003; Cope 

2003) which suggests stress is an important enterprise learning factor, while Pekrun and 

Linnenbrink-Garcia (2014) argue that even outright failure can be motivational to students.  

 

Overall there is a large body of work on enterprise, placements, skills, and employability, 

which has informative work in relation to this study, but enterprise placements linked to 

education students learning and attainment, is less well studied.   

 

Research Methodology and Theoretical Context 

The study’s research question asked if enterprise placements affected student attainment.  

While acknowledging the majority of educational research can be regarded as a messy place 

(Cohen, Mannion, and Morrison 2007).  The study of enterprise education can be even more 

bewildering and any number of case studies have been reported as beneficial without the 

support of rigorous academic research (Huddlestone 2010).  To ensure as much rigour as 

possible a longitudinal mixed methods approach was taken.  Some academics regard mixed 

methods as the only way to conduct research in social science (Burke-Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie 2004) with researchers such as Denscombe (2008) arguing it creates as 

complete a picture as possible of the object of study.  The research instruments were 

designed and used with a positivist approach as information was collected by 

questionnaires, and then short individual interviews.  This gave way later in the study to a 

wholly interpretivist approach during the post module interviews which uncovered the 



majority of the detail reported here.   Two types of placements were chosen.  A second year 

undergraduate module, Enterprise Education (n=28) consisted of students working in groups 

to deliver entrepreneurship sessions to primary school children in after school clubs, and a 

third year group, Professional Practice (n=44) where students worked individually to 

develop training need reports for various public and private sector organisations.  The 

projects were chosen to isolate certain effects, namely; group work, vocational choice, and 

the education students’ preference for working with children.   

 

The investigation was planned in two stages, pre-module and post module, with each stage 

having individual questionnaires and follow up interviews.  All students who completed the 

modules agreed to be part of the investigation and completed both stages.  Students were 

allowed out of classes for a set number of hours to complete appropriate tasks for selected 

partners.  Assignments were based on preparation for the placement and then on 

reflections of work done for the placement.  Preparation classes were compulsory at the 

beginning of the modules, in the middle of the module for assessment briefings, and at the 

end for reflective presentation assessments.  Tutors staffed all classes as consultants to 

provide advice.  Projects were selected on the basis of appropriateness to the overall 

Education Studies programme, to ensure learning was compatible with the module learning 

outcomes, and for appropriate taxonomy. Running parallel to this was an archival 

investigation through the year to isolate their grades from their peers, and compare them 

for significance.  The first stage questionnaire used a Likert Scale with 25 questions which 

could be re-grouped to find student perceptions on employability concerns, learning, the 

moral basis to doing work which might earn the university money, to gather a profile of 

student expectations, find their reasons for doing the module, and to identify the nature of 

previous enterprise exposure.  Individual interviews then explored the students’ feelings on 

the type of work they expected to do, their objectives and their personal aspirations for the 

module.  The second stage investigation at the end of the module used individual 

questionnaires with a numerical scale (1=5) asking students to rate the effect of learning 

and motivation of given experiences encountered during their placement.  These were: 

Working with your group, the setting, the focus group (employees or school  children), 

improved employment prospects, improved financial prospects, better employability skills,  

factors related to the enterprise being undertaken itself such as special interest in 



entrepreneurship, , and an option to add other factors.  Comments were 

encouraged.  Themes were then drawn from these questionnaires using the broad thesis’ 

outlined in Mezirow (2000), Jones, Matlay, and Maritz (2012) and Illeris’ (2007) work which 

were then used to frame subsequent individual student interviews. 

 

As the research sample were students on a programme led in part by the researcher(s) a 

number of approaches were taken to reduce the effect of researcher bias.  Different tutors 

were used on each of the modules; grades from the modules were passed through a 

rigorous academic process including second marking and external moderation. The study of 

two year groups also gave a measure of comparison and control.   

 

However personal bias exists in all forms of social science research and Greenbank (2003) 

and Lodico, Spaulding, and Voetgle (2010) recommend critical reflexivity to uncover 

this.  There is an inherent supposition that an enterprise learning approach might be 

advantageous in some ways to students (Rae 2007, 2010; and Rae et al. 2012) and while 

some researcher bias here might be inherent, this is likely to be limited from an 

educationalist perspective.  

The sample group of students were studying one of two modules as part of their Bachelor of 

Arts (BA) degree in education studies. To provide context the two modules are briefly 

described below.   

 

Enterprise Education - The Young Entrepreneurs Project 

 

Enterprise Education, a 30 credit year two module, ran for 26 weeks through the academic 

year.  The placement was The Young Entrepreneurs Project designed to introduce young 

children of primary school age, 5-11, to entrepreneurial skills and build self-

esteem.  Students in groups of four or five developed, delivered, and ran, 12 one hour after 

school, entrepreneurial education sessions in thirteen primary schools to develop micro 

businesses run by pupils.  On the final week the pupils, supported by students, displayed 

their goods and services, at city hall in a Dragon’s Den type event, and recognised 

entrepreneurs assessed the contributions using pre-set criteria.  It was competitive, in that 



schools would compete against each other, and schools with the bes t micro business won 

prizes.   Student groups were wholly responsible for planning, preparation and delivery of 

the clubs although a teacher or University employed monitor was available in the club for 

monitoring purposes.  These staff were not involved in the club’s organisation and 

running.  Students attended 11 two hour classes at the university with a further 15 sessions 

given over to placements.  The first five classes gave an academic introduction to enterprise 

education and preparation training for the placement.  Two were scheduled in the middle of 

the module for assessment work and placement reviews, with four at the end for reflection 

and final assessment work.  The University’s Virtual Learning Environment (Moodle) was 

also used to provide materials and information.  Assessments consisted of an essay critically 

appraising the nature of enterprise in education (20% of module weighting), a justified 

resources pack (60% weighting) and a reflective group presentation (20% weighting). This 

module received £12,500 sponsorship from Liverpool Local Authority’s Extended Schools 

Service but experience had shown paying students distracted them from academic work, so 

no wages were offered. However students were paid expenses, and given budgets to 

support their work with the children.   

 

Professional Practice – Training Needs Analysis for Organisations  

This was a 26 week, 30 credit third year module aimed at developing knowledge and skills 

appropriate for higher education level six by introducing an element of 

consultancy.  Students worked with staff in organisations, rather than children.  Nine initial 

classroom sessions were delivered to introduce underpinning ideas and skills for adult 

training, outline the placement requirements and develop consultancy skills .  Students were 

encouraged to have a pre-meeting with managers in their placement setting to organise 

staff interviews.  Placement work and times were flexible but had to be agreed with the 

settings.   Tutors provided consultancy support throughout.  Students were allocated 

discussion groups to facilitate problem solving but few ran due to time pressures.  This 

module had three assessments: a micro-teach (25% of the overall module assessment), a 

Training Needs Report for the organisation (50%), and a reflective observation of the 

placement (25%).  The Training Needs Report was presented to senior management in their 

placement organisation and a follow up approach was made offering professional university 

services to deliver the training.  Students would be employed to do the training. Moodle’s 



Virtual Learning Environment provided supporting materials and further information.  

 

Investigating Attainment 

 

A t-test was used to establish the degree of confidence that students were a representative 

sample and their academic results for their previous years were isolated and analysed 

against other Education Studies students.  Table 1 shown below indicates there was no 

significant statistical difference between the enterprise groups' marks and the general 

population of Education Studies student marks before the placement.  At the beginning of 

the study the students represented a normal distribution sample of students in respect of 

attainment scores. 

Table 1: t-test Results of Previous Year’s Enterprise Education Student Assessment Results 

Compared to Total Education Studies Results in Year One 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



After the placement period the enterprise student grades were again compared to the 

grades of all Education Studies students. Table 2 shown below demonstrates the enterprise 

students had, following their placement experience, higher average grades which were 

statistically significant. 

 

Table 2: t-test results of the Enterprise Education Modules Assessment Results Compared 

to Total Education Studies Assessment Results 

 

To consolidate the findings, average marks from all modules taken by the enterprise 

placement students, excluding marks from their enterprise modules were compared against 

the module mark average for all Education Studies students. This showed the enterprise 

students had increased their overall attainment over students on other modules. Table 3 

below shows the uplift in attainment was statistically significant.  The enterprise students 

had higher average assessment marks than their peers across a range of educational 

modules, including subjects which had more academic delivery and more traditional 

assessment approaches (e.g. time constrained examination). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3: T-test results of the Enterprise Education Students Module Assessment   

Results in all Modules (excluding enterprise modules) Compared to Total Education  

Studies Pathway Module Assessment Results 

 

The enterprise students were a normal Education Studies cohort in respect of attainment at 

the beginning of their enterprise placement, but at the end of the placement year, both 

groups of enterprise placement students had higher average attainment than other 

Education Studies students who had not taken the module and participated in the 

placement experience.  

 

The following section outlines the key themes taken from the questionnaires and follow up 

interviews to provide a framework for curriculum design. 

 

Developing Learning Themes 

 From the categories on the questionnaire only the setting scored significantly as a factor in 

learning.  Other factors not originally foreseen when planning the research were included as 

comments and provided further themes for the final interviews.  These were: 

 

 Being under pressure or stress; 

 The setting; 

 The focus group being worked with, and, 

 The need to be organised. 



 

In the final interviews students were invited to talk about these factors and open 

questioning uncovered: 

 

 The importance of small, critical, personal learning events ;  

 Seeing the setting as a place to learn; 

 Professional attachments , and, 

 Having space to learn.  

 

These final interviews provided the most important information.   Enterprise Education 

students are prefixed below with an ‘A’ and Professional Practice students a ‘B’. 

 

Pressure to Learn 

The placements created a need to cope with unforeseen situations putting students under 

significant pressure or stress.  Twenty-four (69%) Enterprise Education and 23 (51%) 

Professional Practice students described pressure or stress in their final 

questionnaire.    Students also mentioned pressure or stress, as they were explaining 

answers they had given.  Student A1, a second year Enterprise Education student described 

the way working with children put her “…under pressure all the time, even at home, 

planning classes.”  Professional Practice student B2 said “….it made me get going,” and B7, 

“I probably worked harder because I didn’t want to let other people down."  Students said 

they hadn’t felt the same pressure academically. Examples generally focussed on things they 

needed to know for their placement project and they seemed to prioritise their placement 

work to a greater extent than their academic work.  Student, A9 summarised the heavy 

requirements of placement work as it seemed to force her to plan and get more organised; 

she stated “…you only get one chance in the real world.” The reference to real world 

demonstrates how the placement was often seen in contrast to the students’ academic 

world.   

 

Most higher education students experience pressure to learn for attainment purposes from 

peers, parents, tutors, their institutions (Collins and Onwuegbuzie 2003; Andrews and 



Wilding 2010).  This is often reported as stress in academic studies but Nixon (1982) 

highlights areas of optimum personal stress and pressure to facilitate maximum learning 

was evident in both enterprise groups.  Nixon argues that optimum stress is motivational 

and students from both groups felt the nature of their enterprise placement projects had 

been a source of pressure but because of the sense of achievement their work generated it 

had been important in improving their self-esteem.  While there are few emotional 

assessments of motivation Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia (2014,132) explore this from an 

academic perspective arguing that even negative pressure could ‘…induce a measure of 

anxiety and shame which may induce motivation to avoid failures by investing effort, thus 

strengthening academic motivation.’  The nature of the enterprise placements made 

students face challenging situations and deal with them.  Pressure to learn developed a 

deeper understanding of their capabilities as they worked though real problems. This 

reflects the process of deep learning where applying knowledge in difficult situations 

creates a lasting understanding (Moon, Curtis, and Dupernex 2013).  This process supported 

students in their academic endeavours beyond the placement period. 

 

Critical Personal Learning  

Events on the placements became a source of critical personal learning for the 

students.  They were keen to discuss the way they coped with unfamiliar situations.  Student 

A3 acted as spokesperson for an Enterprise Education group that ran out of ideas for the last 

sessions of their after school club, and wanted these sessions to be as “…great as the first 

(session).”  After being offered some ideas she led her group through the sessions, receiving 

a commendation from the school.  Events such as these seemed to have great personal 

meaning to the students.  Cope and Watts recognises the importance of ‘learning through 

critical episodes or events,’ with a heavy ‘investment of self,’ (Cope and Watts 2000 cited by 

Pittaway et al. 2009, 11).  These support distinctive forms of ‘higher-level’ learning due to 

‘facing, overcoming, and reflecting on significant opportunities and problems during the 

entrepreneurial process’ (Cope 2003, 432).  Students recognised they could learn as 

situations unfolded and that prior knowledge was not as important as seeing events as part 

of a continuous professional and personal learning process.  They felt they became more 

confident when dealing with unfamiliar or unexpected situations and worked out their own 

solutions.  Recognising this learning would improve capability and self-efficacy (Bandura 



1986).    

 

Learning Environments 

The placement setting was seen by the students as a place to learn and apply knowledge. 

This was evident from the pre-course questionnaires as students saw the placements as an 

opportunity to apply academic learning.  On the first questionnaire, 76 % of Enterprise 

Education students saw the setting as important or very important to their learning but only 

20% of the Professional Practice students felt the same way.  During the post course 

interviews it became apparent some Professional Practice students spent less time in their 

settings but students from both groups recognised the importance of the learning 

opportunities their work afforded them.  Duignan (2003) explores the differences in 

attainment and approaches to learning between students on two business courses.  By 

preparing students to see and use the workplace as a learning environment using 

information sessions, and aligning the placement with learning outcomes, he felt prepared 

students achieved better academic attainment after their placements  than unprepared 

ones.   Yorke (2011) also considers suitable learning outcomes as an important part of 

placement learning.  Many features of Duignan’s preparation to create a learning 

environment for the second course were evident in our enterprise modules.  Learning 

outcomes were clear and pre-determined, although formative and ipsative outcomes, as 

described by Yorke (2011), may have added to this. . 

 

Professional Attachments  

Professional attachments formed on the placements improved personal organisation.  

Students began to adopt a professional approach to their work.  Gomez et al. (2004), 

Mandrilas (2004), and Reddy and Moores (2012) all find improved attainment among 

students after placement due to a more professional outlook, better personal organisation, 

and a more mature approach to academic work.  Mandilaras (2004) argues students mature 

quicker, are more organised, reliable, and take academic work more seriously, than the 

general student population citing the effect of professional environments being 

competitive, and students realising the link between academic work and 

employment.  Enterprise Education student A4 commented she needed to be “….very 

organised, to do the school clubs properly, but it helped having others to ask who were 



professionals (teachers)”.   This was explored further in the interviews, and the ability to 

observe others working professionally (role models) was recognised as an important factor 

in students' development.  The enterprise placements allowed students to observe traits 

they felt were professional and their adoption led to a more professional approach to 

their own placement and academic work practices.    

 

Space to Learn 

The flexibility provided by the placements gave students a chance to explore things they 

were personally interested in and work through problems.  Enterprise Education student 

A12 found she didn’t like to teach, but liked lesson planning.  Faced with a lively group of 

pupils, she led a difficult session finding class control hard, and handed over leading her 

group to another student.  On the Professional Practice class student B15 reported 

developing questionnaires as problematic and felt she had needed support from her 

tutor.  She did however find she enjoyed interviewing and reporting back to the line 

manager in her placement organisation.   

 

One example which highlighted the criticality of the learning evident in these learning 

spaces occurred when a child forcefully decided to leave one of the school clubs.  The 

students followed the rules on child safety and after a quick discussion one of them walked 

home with the child and waited for a parent to arrive.  They felt this was a significant 

learning event from their placement as they were initially unsure what to do and had to 

work through the options to arrive at a reasoned decision.  Enterprise learning placements 

may not be the only place these types of events occur, but their ability to create a 

combination of pressure, critical learning events, and the space to allow students to think 

through solutions and appears intrinsic to enterprise learning and improves confidence and 

self-efficacy.    

Reflections on Enterprise Placements 

 

Discounted Factors 

The effects of social learning, collaborative learning, and learning through group work, were 

evident in the successful completion of the enterprise projects and tasks, but links to 

improved attainment were tenuous.  Enterprise Education students had enjoyed working in 



groups and may have struggled with tasks on their own but they were not reported as 

factors in attainment.  Additionally the Professional Practice group worked individually yet 

the attainment of the two groups was statistically similar.  Improved academic attainment 

seems to require a level of personal involvement and realisation of self-determination as 

individuals (Cope 2003).  Employability concerns were mentioned and ‘the job’ was 

mentioned in a number of questionnaires.  However on exploring this in the interviews, the 

ability to get references from a placement organisation seemed to be the prime motivator 

and little evidence could be found to suggest this was a factor in attainment. 

 

Further Research 

Further research building on data from this study will include identification of an approach 

for preparing students to learn from unplanned opportunities (Rea, 2003, 2007).  The 

development and study of reflexive practices to help capture personal learning using micro-

reflections is an important next step recognising the significance of personal learning on 

enterprise placements to support student attainment. 

 

Conclusion 

Reddy and Moores (2012) and Jones, Green, and Higson et al. (2015) argue placements aid 

academic attainment, and Andrews and Higson (2008, 416) report ‘…my grades and 

coursework improved a lot in the final year due to what I’d learned on the placement…’ (UK 

graduate).  This article supports those findings and the qualitative investigation following 

the placements showed five significant factors were instrumental in supporting improved 

attainment.  These were; pressure to learn, critical personal learning, a learning 

environment, professional attachments, and having space to learn.  The theoretical 

investigation suggested that experiences gained due to these five factors are key to 

facilitating transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000; Jones, Matlay, and Maritz 2012) or 

transitional learning, (Illeris 2007).  This creates deep learning (Moon, Curtis, and Dupernex 

2013) where students develop and apply knowledge and skills to improve their self-efficacy 

and general confidence.  This in turn can be linked to improved academic performance 

(Bandura 1986; Higson 2008).    

 

Pressure to learn is difficult to plan and embed within academic programmes. Nixon (1982) 



recognises the dangers of excess stress but espouses the benefits of an appropriate 

level.  The projects put students under pressure but having the personal space to explore 

their own abilities and solve problems, allowed them to begin to manage and accommodate 

pressure themselves.  Even failure can be motivational (Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia 

2014) but on reflection, consultant tutors will form a normal part of future enterprise 

placement modules to monitor and ensure these pressures are dealt with 

appropriately.  There were many reports of events contributing to significant personal 

learning which created a rich portfolio of informal learning and were reported with 

enthusiasm as students recognised their importance.  To ensure students capitalise on these 

personal events as learning, future enterprise placements will use a micro-reflections blog 

as learning capture methodology.  The concepts of opportunity learning (Rae 2007), and 

future learning (Scharmer 2009) suggest there are benefits in preparing students with the 

knowledge to anticipate learning and a self-awareness assessment should encourage 

students to see placements settings as a learning environment (Duignan, 2003).  These 

should facilitate the adopting of organisational skills and traits of professionals observed on 

placements and encourage improved personal organisation (Gomez, Lush, and Clements 

2004; Mandrilas 2004; Higson 2008).  Gomez, Lush and Clements (2004) describe how even 

menial tasks may contribute to personal organisation so the more complex tasks performed 

by enterprise students would again emphasise good personal organisation and contribute to 

improving attainment by better planning, perhaps giving more time for assignments and 

effective questioning of tutors.  What is clear from the experiences of the students reported 

here is the enterprise placements did help their professional and personal formation by 

providing the opportunity to experience and learn from the challenges and rewards beyond 

the academy, but which were then applied as academic skills and knowledge to improve 

their attainment. 
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