GEES Subject Centre Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship Curriculum Resources

Student Interest in Entrepreneurship Skills

Fifteen students attended the GEES Subject Centre’s two-day residential workshop on “Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship” in January 2005. In order to win a free place on the workshop, each student was required to write a short statement detailing why they wished to attend and what benefits they hoped to gain from it. These statements provide a revealing insight into the practical and ‘blue skies’ motivations behind student career choices. 

Some of their statements are included here and make very interesting reading. These students come from a variety of universities and it’s not unlikely that there’ll be some just like them in your department. If you only have 5 minutes to spare, just pick one at random or have a look at the quotes below for some inspiration:

Despite the impact of student loans and an increasingly consumer-driven society, the main motivations for these students to set up their own business are environmental concerns and the desire to ‘make a difference’; that is, social / environmental entrepreneurship. For example:

“I want to reduce fossil fuel dependence and see starting business/social enterprises as the best way to achieve this through supplying affordable alternatives to the inadequate services available.” 

“[To] contribute to solving some environmental problems with a realistic market friendly way.” 

“I believe that ‘we’ can make business more sustainable or ‘green’ and I think that there are spaces in the market place for ideas of mine.” 

“I would like to set up a global natural hazards consultancy or join an existing consultancy….It would combine my interest in earth sciences with my ambition of setting up a business. I would like to make a difference by hopefully helping people, communities and governments.”

“…my long range goal is to start an environmental consultancy…Additionally, one of my greatest concerns is to develop educational programs for Vietnamese people at all ages. I realise that improving human awareness of the significance of the ecosystem and its function is the best way to prevent the nature from being exhausted and polluted, so as to obtain sustainability.”

“…my interests lie fundamentally in the developing world and the challenges they face, but also in the attitudes and understanding of the developed world to these challenges. I see myself as a freelance researcher and spokesperson, working alongside charities and political agencies to challenge people’s perceptions and promote a greater understanding, not only of the differences in our cultures, but also in the similarities of the challenges that we all face.” 

“I am also very interested in socially/ethically driven businesses, as I believe that businesses and entrepreneurs have a responsibility to the communities they serve.” 

“My goal is to set up an Outdoor Education centre, providing young people with the opportunity to participate in a wide range of outdoor pursuits. I would also like to provide high quality facilities to ensure an unforgettable and invaluable learning experience…to youngsters regardless of their race, background or class, at an affordable price that is accessible to all.”

Of course, they also have practical reasons for considering self-employment as a career option:

“[I want to] take control of my life, being independent financially and work wise. Hoping to achieve better work life balance as well as improvement in quality of life.”

“I would like the freedom / flexibility of running my own business.”

“Like the idea of having my own business – alternative lifestyle.”

Student Application Statement:

Rosie Stephens, School of Earth Sciences, University of Leeds
As part of my PhD research, I had the opportunity to attend a conference in Argentina in March. The conference fieldtrip was a botanical transect across the Andes. Whilst on this trip, I was struck by an idea for a potential business opportunity: to develop and organise botanical holidays, rather like the companies who run climbing trips in Nepal, or cookery schools in France but instead, running trips to visit regions of particular botanical interest. Small parties of tourists could visit the region accompanied by a knowledgeable, preferably local, guide, with pleasant walks into the field each day, good hotels, etc… promising regions include the Andes, New Caledonia, New Zealand, and even parts of the UK. This would be the perfect holiday for gardening fanatics and naturalists, and would be of interest to professional botanists, palaeontologists, and ecologists too.

Even if this dream doesn’t ever happen I realise that, although it develops academic knowledge, a PhD like mine will not really give me scope to learn the day-to-day practical, creative, and business sides of life. As I do not wish to remain in academia after I graduate, I feel that I need to improve these kinds of skills to increase my employability. My first degree and subsequent PhD work taught me to think logically, develop an enquiring mind, and to enjoy solving problems. I have played small-team sports for many years and I work well as a team member. However, having been a team leader in the past, I’m aware that I have difficulty in delegating tasks and am prone to panic if things start going wrong. I enjoy giving carefully structured presentations and participating in small group discussions, but I find it difficult to talk to/in large groups, especially when giving an impromptu presentation or fielding questions; these are key skills for academic seminars, future job interviews and getting started in a business. I have lots of disjointed fragments of entrepreneurial skills, but I have little experience of, and few opportunities to learn about, good business sense, being creative and inventive in a non-scientific way, and taking risks. This course would be a perfect opportunity for me to both learn new skills, and to bring together my existing skills, to present a more business-like, entrepreneurial, employable individual.

Student Application Statement:

Armen Asyran, School of Earth Sciences & Geography, Kingston University

Nowadays, we witness the convergence of science, technology and business. All of the parties recognise the vital role of synergy across the disciplines. For science & technology it has become imperative to look beyond it’s circles reaching out for business models of development in the highly competitive world. For instance, commercialisation of science & technology cannot be effectively implemented without a direct participation of the R&D centres, Universities and individual researchers involved in the creation of knowledge. In the meantime, to facilitate this processes, the above-mentioned institutions as well as the students should possess the certain set of business skills to ensure better understanding between the private sector & educational institutions.  Needless to say, these developments channel additional funds for the R&D institutions enabling them to continue quality research and therefore motivate more young people into the science & technology related education.

This is why I consider this event to be of paramount importance for the Higher Education. I am interested in this event primarily because it represents a true challenge of introducing business skills into the science curricula. But the benefits will be colossal. Being a student myself, I see the impact that the lack of these basic career management skills has on the science students’ self-confidence and readiness to plunge into the real-life. This is where we need change.

* How do you think you will benefit from the event (why do you want to attend)? 

-- Most importantly, (being a participant in a number of entrepreneurship training sessions) I would like to learn about the experience of the higher institutions i.e. customisation of training materials for the field of earth sciences and geography. Also, I am willing to learn about the current approaches and plans of instilling the entrepreneurial spirit into students who oftentimes have very diverse backgrounds and professional skills.

* What skills or attributes will you bring to the event (why would we want you there)? 

-- I have gained substantial experience of starting a IT company from scratch, going through all the processes i.e. market research, business development, projects management and operations. Yes, there were failures. And my team and me have worked hard to learn from all those mistakes and to build the knowledge base of the company and the set of best practices. 

It is hard to start one’s own business… It requires outstanding dedication & commitment and exceptional teamwork, plus business skills.

Now I am doing MSc in Applied GIS. The market for GIS services is rapidly growing and it is a great opportunity for young graduates (including me when I complete my current studies) to utilise their knowledge to the best of their benefit.

I will present my case of starting a company, and will share with participants our failures and successes of a “business DIY”.  I plan for my company to introduce GIS services in 1 – 2 years. There a lot of background work that needs to be done here, including planning, market analysis and a host of other things. This is what I would like to contribute to the event in the forms of presentations, discussions on GIS business opportunities, in the UK and worldwide.

* How might this event complement other aspects of employability that you have already covered (or might cover in the future) in your course (e.g. key skills, career management)? 

-- I believe in the idea of creating new knowledge through human synergy. No matter how much I learn in the course, there is always more to learn from other people. Basically it’s an endless process of learning. I plan to discover new knowledge on a variety of aspects through the discussions and brainstorming, and I expect to be surprised by the diversity of opinions and approaches on the subject.

Student Application Statement:

Dr. Victor Olugbemiga Olumekun, Liverpool Hope University College

The workshop on  “Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship: Enhancing the GEES Curriculum Event” aimed at providing an intensive training programme for people in Geography, Environment and related disciplines has been brought to my notice.

 

In response to the offer of free subsistence and training allowance for a selected few that could provide adequate justification for inclusion in the programme, I wish to indicate my strong interest to be offered the opportunity for a number of reasons.

 

Firstly, I wish to submit that I am a trained Plant/Crop Physiologist with a PhD in Plant Physiology, an MSc in Crop Physiology and a Bachelor of Science in Botany. I have been a university lecturer since 1987 and I have risen to the position of Associate Professor. In spite of these modest qualifications/achievements, my burning desire is to be directly involved in Environmental Management particularly as a Consultant. 

 

In search of this goal, I have developed keen interest in the Environmental aspect of Plant Physiology so as to be relevant when environmental issues are being considered, since this is an emerging area particularly in the third world. Sadly, in spite of my knowledge of the issues involved in the field, I cannot respectably lay claim to competence since I was neither trained nor certificated in Environmental Management.

 

In order to remove such constraints I decided to take a year off my current job to register at Liverpool Hope University College for an MSc in Ecology & Environmental Management in preparation for a career in consultancy. It is my hope that as soon as possible I will set up an Environmental consultancy outfit. I therefore believe that attendance of the workshop will present the best opportunity for me to progress in this direction, which I have chosen for myself.

 

It is my belief that the success of any enterprise lies in the foundation laid in course of its development. In view of the fact that this workshop offers superb training and enterprise development skills I believe this will be most beneficial in the establishment of an environmental consultancy. It therefore an opportunity that should not be allowed to pass by unexplored.

 

Unfortunately, I do not have sufficient means of assuring my attendance of the workshop if this opportunity is not offered to me. As a self funded student, without any other source of funding besides my personal savings, there is considerable pressure on my finances and I have had to seek odd jobs, far beneath my profile, in order to subsist, otherwise I would have opted to pay my way through.

 

A generous support will therefore serve in no small way to help me realise my desired goal, make me more relevant in the emerging scheme of things while relieving a lot of pressure that would have weighed me down. I therefore strongly appeal that consideration be offered to me in the award of the sponsorship.

Student Application Statement:

Pratik Shah, Department of Geography, University of Cambridge
Thanks for taking the time to consider my application to win a place at the forthcoming entrepreneurial weekend. I hope to hear from you soon!

My interest in this event is driven by me wanting to learn more about entrepreneurship and business opportunities. I have some basic business ideas, one of which I hope to start after graduation. Although I already have lots of working experience (12 months with National Air Traffic Services, 3 summers with a medium-sized company that develops property), I am always interested in learning more and keeping my options open for the future. For this reason, I have been attending since the start of this academic year, a course run by Cambridge University (http://www.entrepreneurs.jims.cam.ac.uk/).

I will benefit by continuing my business, personal and social development amongst people that also have the same desire as I do to start and run a successful business. I am also very interested in socially/ethically driven businesses, as I believe that businesses and entrepreneurs have a responsibility to the communities they serve. The course and attendees will benefit from my growing knowledge of business and finance, my broad geographical studies (I specialize in the human/social/economic side of geography), and my highly ambitions and enthusiastic nature.

I sincerely believe that as a geographer I am very well placed to be one of the most successful people in industry. The simultaneous width and depth of the course allows me both freedom to study various interlinked topics, but at an expert level. With this model in mind, my motivation is to be the best in the various areas that I enter. The course will extend my ideas and should help me integrate with like-minded students and teachers to help encourage and develop expertise in required fields. I am both a very co-operative team player, but also have the ability to work individually when necessary (references from employers available if requires). I want the course, but the course needs me!

Student Application Statement:

Scot Devlin, Department of Earth Sciences, University of Leeds
What has prompted your interest in the event (e.g. you've got a business idea, you think you might want to start a business when you graduate, you want to keep your future employment options open etc.)? 

Setting up my own business has always been a passion.  I started selling sweets and yo-yo’s in the playground when I was 10 years old. I was also involved in a business during A-level (Youth Enterprise Scheme).  I have helped a small company promote skis, skiboards and roller hockey equipment (Triple Air Productions).

One of the reasons that I chose to study geophysics was because of a business idea.   I would  like to set up a global natural hazards consultancy or join an existing consultancy.   I envisage a company, that goverments/local agengies could consult for advice on possible natural hazards.  Some areas of advice could be as follows:

· The likelihood of occurance of a natural disaster

· Measures to avoid or reduce risk of environmental damage

· Best possible course of action to avoid loss of life and resourses, i.e. when/if evacuation is necessery 

· Monitoring of risk factors

· Help dealing with natural disasters ofter occurance

I’d like to be able to analyse a range of natural hazards; earthquakes, typhoons, flooding, volcanoes etc. 

I hope to forfill this dream. It would combine my interest in earth sciences with my ambition of setting up a business.  I would like to make a difference by hopefully helping people, communites, and governments.

How do you think you will benefit from the event (why do you want to attend)? 

I am really impressed with the content of the website and the information about this event.  I would love to attend and develop skills such as problem solving and negotiating skills, and gain entrepreneurial knowledge.  It will be really interesting with a mix of students and lecturers.  It will be an great opportunity.  I would also like to enhance my teambuilding skills. I feel this this course would benefit  and compliment my studies at university. 

What skills or attributes will you bring to the event (why would we want you there)? 

I am enthusiastic and creative.  I would  help to contribute to an exciting team environment.  I believe my best attribute  is  the ability to get on with all types of people.  I have recently read various entrepreneurial books.  I would bring some knowledge and experience which I gained working with Triple Air.

How might this event complement other aspects of employability that you have already covered (or might cover in the future) in your course (e.g. key skills, career management)? 

The geophysics degree will give me scientific knowledge, but I also want to learn business skills during my 4 years at university.  This event would definitely help with all the skills and knowledge needed in starting my own business or joining a business. 

Student Application Statement:

Melise Harland, School of Earth Sciences, University of Leeds
My reason for wishing to participate in this event is that I am interested in starting a specialist consultancy in forensic wood identification on completion of my PhD.  This would allow me to use the specialist research, enquiry and problem-solving techniques acquired during my PhD, whilst at the same time allowing me the freedom and creativity to grasp opportunities and take risks that are not available by being employed within a large organisation.   Having already made enquires there is a demand for this service from the police, auctioneers etc but only one specialist unit carrying out this work in the UK.  

I feel I will benefit from this event by being able to discuss with others the problems I have had gaining information on starting a small business and what information I would have found useful to have been given during skills classes.  It would also allow me to see specific examples of skills I would need to consider e.g. business plan writing and hopefully provide information on where I can obtain further advice.  

I have recently been presenting with a Science Communicators Award by the Research Council UK therefore I will be able to bring an ability to discuss issues clearly to the event.  As a mature student I have the benefit of having worked within industry before undertaking my studies therefore I could also bring with me experiences from both education and employment.   

Within the School of Earth Sciences at the Leeds employability skills are high on the agenda, mainly focussing on employment within companies or large organisations.  There are several transferable skills covered that are applicable to self-employment such as “real life projects”, report writing and giving presentations.  I feel that this event will complement these general employability skills already gained within skills classes and general work by giving more focus to self employment.  I hope this will be achieved by providing information on issues that do not affect you if employed within a company e.g. dealing with tax, business planning and accounting.   It is also hoped that the event will boost my enthusiasm and give me greater confidence to take this project forward whilst helping to create programmes that will benefit future students interested in self-employment.

Student Application Statement:

Dawn Robins, Geography Department, University College Chichester

I believe myself to be a highly self-motivating, enthusiastic and innovative individual with a passion for our planet and the cultural diversity of all those who inhabit it.  I have strong communication skills and the ability to motivate and inspire others to challenge and succeed.  I am focused and determined and able to channel my abundant energy into the task in hand to maintain momentum and see it through to a successful conclusion.

Yet sadly, I appreciate that I lack the clear direction for a strong career plan and also the confidence in my ability as a strategic manager to ultimately succeed, and hopefully, make a difference.  That is why, when my Head of Department, Dr. Clegg, suggested I enter this competition, I saw the potential in what you are offering and the chance it would give me to build upon my strengths and enable me to gain confidence in my abilities as a future entrepreneur.

Although I have, as yet, no definite career plan, my interests lie fundamentally in the developing world and the challenges they face, but also in the attitudes and understanding of the developed world to these challenges.  I see myself as a freelance researcher and spokesperson, working alongside charities and political agencies to challenge peoples perceptions and promote a greater understanding, not only of the differences in our cultures, but also in the similarities of the challenges that we all face.  

By giving me this chance to improve my skills you will also be helping others within my department.  As discussed with Dr. Clegg, I intend to disseminate the information gained from the seminar to my peers and enable them to benefit from what is clearly a unique opportunity to strengthen personal skills.  As an almost defunct department (closure due in 2005 and less than 20 students remaining), our resources are limited, and yet we have a strong sense of unity and share experiences and knowledge to help develop the entire group.  

I hope to start on a masters course next year and feel that this workshop will enable me to focus my research and future learning more directly and effectively.  I hope you are able to consider my application favourably and look forward to seeing you in January.

Student Application Statement:

Jan Nicholson, Sociology, Lancaster University

I feel I should be chosen to attend as I am going to start up my own business after completing my MA in Travel and Tourism and I feel I will benefit greatly from attending this event. 

I choose late in life to change career as I realised I wanted to pursue my hobby as a  career. To do this I had to leave secure employment and complete a one year Travel and Tourism course at Furness College. This then allowed me to apply for a MA place at Lancaster University which I have just started in September. To fund my placement I am working as a part time travel agent which is not the career I envisage being in in three years time. I hope to use my first degree and work experience in the agricultural field to start up farm study tours in Cumbria mainly providing for the overseas market.

I feel attendance at the event will have tremendous networking potential to meet like minded students and staff. I also feel as a mature student I would have great expertise to bring to the event. In the past I have run my own outdoor business from home which fitted in well with my work as a mother. I realise now the skills I need to set up and run my own business in  a travel fields may be different than those I used running my last business.

Last year I also completed my Certificate of Education which would help me be a better tour leader and I feel able to take part in any discussion which was being undertaken at the event.

My final reason for wanting to attend the event that it is being held in my old university city and it would be interesting to see how it has changed over the years.

Student Application Statement:

Nick Stantzos, Environmental Change Institute, Oxford University

Businesses are often regarded as part of the problem of environmental degradation rather than part of the solution. However, I believe that the relationship between business and sustainable development is not an oxymoron. From my experience in the renewable energy industry and the waste management sector, I realised that through pioneering research work, solutions to environmental problems could be found with high entrepreneurial potential.

As part of my degree in Environmental Sciences at the University of Brighton, I did an industrial placement in one of the biggest renewable energy companies in the UK. My most important achievement there was the introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) for the identification of suitable sites for wind farm development. Before the application of GIS, crucial information about wind farm development such as wind speed and access to distribution network was in different, incompatible and paper-based formats. I used the unique analytic abilities of GIS to integrate all this information into a single, flexible digital map model which revolutionised the site selection process. My work there made me realise the potential of GIS as a strategic decision making tool but also that many organisations are not aware of this potential. From an innovation point of view, the above GIS model could be itself a marketable consulting service product offered to other interested organisations.

The other area that stimulated my interest was waste management, where there are numerous opportunities for innovation through reuse and recycling of materials. As a research assistant in the Waste and Energy Research Group at the University of Brighton, I worked on how to make automotive shredder residue (ASR) more suitable for commercial use, especially in the cement industry, and how to use the plastics component of ASR for developing new products (plastic flower pots).

Currently, as a postgraduate at the University of Oxford, I work on a project to install photovoltaic panels in my college buildings. This offers a good insight on how to deal with government agencies, prepare grants applications and identify funding opportunities, all of them useful skills for business development.

The above described examples demonstrate that I have developed some initial skills like the ability to identify where an improvement could be made in an organisation, provide an innovative alternative solution and persuade people to adapt to change. However, there are many other areas that I need to increase my understanding such as raising capital, negotiating skills, creating business plans, understanding financial control. I am confident that the GEES workshop will help me to acquire the necessary background on these business skills. As environmental entrepreneurship will play an important development role in the future, I would value the opportunity to participate in the GEES workshop as a preparation for this future.

Student Application Statement:

Uyen To Nguyen, Department of Environment, University of York

I am a Vietnamese student doing a MSc at the University of York. I also have a Graduate Diploma in Environmental Sciences certificated by the University of East Anglia, Norwich. The reason why I address my interests to environmental sciences came from the severe environmental degradation in my country. Like other developing countries, Vietnamese economy is crucially based on natural resource extraction (mostly timber, oil and coal). This has led to the over-exploitation of resources which, in turn, has resulted in the mass destruction of the natural ecosystems. Having seriously concern about this issue, my purpose of studying in the UK is to further my knowledge in both theory and practice in environmental field so as to contribute to the protection activities in Vietnam.

After graduation, I will work firstly as a researcher for an NGO in Vietnam. However, my long range goal is to start an environmental consultancy. Its objectives would be: (i) to advise enterprises and individuals on environmental problems; (ii) to consult and assist the government in resource evaluation, EIAs and the like; (iii) to provide domestic and foreign investors with useful guidelines about the current environmental situation in Vietnam and the related regulations and legislations so as to reduce human impacts on the environment. Additionally, one of my greatest concerns is to develop educational programs for Vietnamese people at all ages. I realise that improving human awareness of the significance of the ecosystem and its function is the best way to prevent the nature from being exhausted and polluted, so as to obtain sustainability. To achieve these goals, one of the determined factors is how to work effectively and prove to be convincing. This is what draws my attention to this Entrepreneurship workshop.

What I expect to attain from this workshop is to improve my creativity and research skills, and to gain helpful guidelines in problem-solving. I also expect to develop my ability to co-operate and co-ordinate in business and communication. I wish to complete my existing skills and to find out my strengths and weaknesses in practice through this course. I strongly believe that this workshop is a great opportunity for me to perceive full comprehension before actually working in the field of environmental sciences.

What I expect to contribute to this event is a combination of knowledge of environmental sciences and various economic techniques that can be applied in economic analysis and market research. By participating in this workshop, I hope to bring forward real evidences from my country about the typical portrait of environmental depletion. I am willing to do my best to make the workshop successful with my enthusiasm to learn. As one of the first students studying environment in Vietnam, I wish to have as many opportunities as possible to absorb knowledge in this field. By choosing me as a candidate you will not only offer the precious opportunity to me myself but there would also be a chance for this knowledge to be propagated in my country.
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