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Now Everyone’s  
an Entrepreneur

Colleges are teaching undergraduates how to be self-starters.  
But what does that really mean?

By BETH MCMURTRIE

GREG KAHN, GRAIN

Abdullah Abdurrah (left) and Chase Brignac, students at the U. of Maryland at College Park, work on a new part  
for a 3-D printer at Startup Shell, a student-founded nonprofit incubator.  



College Park, MD.

B
y the time she was a junior, Mack-
enzie Burnett had put herself on 
course for a career in foreign policy. 
Her résumé was stacked with gov-
ernment internships, extensive ser-

vice work, and a stellar academic record at the 
University of Maryland.

Then a friend told her about Startup Shell. 
A bunch of students had cleared out a storage 
room on campus and were using it to work on 
personal projects at night, like 3-D mapping 
software. Ms. Burnett hardly seemed a logi-
cal fit. She was a government and internation-
al relations double major with zero technical 
skills. But it was love at first sight.

“I walked into the room and had that mo-
ment that I knew everyone around me was 
 really interesting and going places,” she re-
calls. “All of these people were looking to do 
something that hadn’t been done before, in-
stead of waiting for opportunities that already 
existed.”

She soon became a director of Startup Shell, 
channeling her organizational and fund-rais-
ing skills into expanding it, as it grew into a 
nonprofit incubator that students now have 
to apply to join. After graduation next month, 
Ms. Burnett plans to move to San Francisco 
to help start a software company, where she’ll 
run the business side of the operation.

Credit a culture in which tech billionaires 
have become as well known as sports figures, 
the relatively cheap costs of technology, and 
the stagnation of traditional career paths: 
Thousands of students like Ms. Burnett are 
gravitating toward build-it-yourself careers. 
Colleges are responding to this interest, and 
fueling it, by offering more undergraduate 
courses, programs, and extracurricular ac-
tivities that promise to cultivate an entrepre-
neurial mind-set and develop skills needed in 
this start-up world. Risk taking, in a way, has 
become the new critical thinking. It’s what col-
leges believe they need to teach for graduates 
to meet the needs of today’s work force.

For students, entrepreneurship offers the 
creativity and independence that traditional 
careers seem to lack. Ms. Burnett, for exam-
ple, says that spending time in government bu-
reaucracies, where young people felt resigned 
to long stretches of unfulfilling work, left her 
disheartened. Other undergraduates worry 
about surviving in an economy in which in-
dustries expand and contract with alarming 
speed. Law, accounting, even medicine are no 
longer the steady career paths they once were.

For colleges, teaching entrepreneurship 
means cultivating a generation of innovators, 
whether they’re planning to start their own 
companies or work for someone else. It’s a fac-
et of education — traditionally the preserve 
of business schools — that is still developing, 
particularly at the undergraduate level, and, as 
a result, can come across at times as a superfi-
cial blend of buzz words and rosy promises.

At their heart, entrepreneurship programs 
are an attempt by colleges to respond to pres-
sures to turn out work-ready graduates. Ad-
ministrators see this form of experiential 
learning as a way to prepare students for an 
unstable economy in which on-the-job train-
ing is increasingly rare, and to answer tax-
payers and lawmakers who question the value 
of college. Professors are looking for ways to 
engage students more deeply in using what 
they’re learning in the classroom. And alumni 
who have made their fortunes developing new 
businesses are happy to finance incubators 
and centers.

Carol Geary Schneider, president of the As-
sociation of American Colleges and Univer-
sities, says the rise of entrepreneurship pro-
grams is part of a larger change taking place 
in higher education, where skill building co-

exists with the liberal arts. “The idea is that 
students aren’t in college just to take courses, 
they’re in college to learn how to apply their 
education to real-world contexts,” she says. 
“Entrepreneurship is simply a shorthand title 
for learning how to apply knowledge, skills, 
and judgment under conditions of uncertain-
ty.”

T
he University of Maryland at Col-
lege Park is one of hundreds of col-
leges that have embraced entrepre-
neurship education. Wallace D. Loh, 
the president, has said he wants all 

37,000 students exposed to the concepts of in-
novation and entrepreneurship. While those 
themes have been familiar ones for a couple 
of decades, the campus has accelerated pro-
gram development during the last five years or 
so, branding itself as a driver of innovation, a 
place where the founders of Oculus, Under Ar-
mour, and Google got their start.

Today Maryland is home to two residential 
communities for student entrepreneurs, an 
institute that supports technology start-ups, 
an entrepreneurship center in the business 
school, Startup Shell, a minor and a master’s 
degree in technology entrepreneurship, and 
a growing number of undergraduate courses 
that aim to embed those concepts in various 
disciplines.

Working to tie many of these efforts togeth-
er is Dean Chang, an associate vice president, 
who was appointed two years ago as head of 
the new Academy for Innovation and Entre-
preneurship. Housed at the heart of the cam-
pus, the academy’s brightly colored offices and 
meeting spaces like the Garage are designed 
to welcome students. Posters sporting the tag-
line “Fear the Turtle,” once associated primar-
ily with the Terrapins athletic teams, line the 
academy’s hallways, profiling students and 
faculty across campus considered innovators.

Mr. Chang says he understands how difficult 
it can be to cultivate an entrepreneurial mind-
set in students. A Maryland native and the 
son of two career bureaucrats, he envisioned a 
similar path for himself before enrolling in a 
robotics doctoral program at Stanford Univer-
sity in the early 1990s, a time when tech start-
ups were just coming into their own. If not for 
being at a campus so focused on innovation, he 
says, he doubts he would have spent 15 years in 
Silicon Valley, where he helped turn a spinoff 
from the robotics lab into a major producer of 
haptics, or touch, technology, found in many 
mobile and gaming devices today.

A big part of his job at Maryland is persuad-
ing all students that the skills he’s promoting 
are relevant to them. The principles embedded 
in entrepreneurship education, he says, en-
courage students to approach problems from 
many perspectives, step outside the class-
room, and become comfortable with experi-
mentation and failure. Yet in popular imagi-
nation the term often gets reduced to the idea 
of making something in your garage or being 
part of a Silicon Valley start-up.

“The problem is that if you ask who is inter-
ested in entrepreneurship, only engineering 
and business students will raise their hands,” 
he says. “We have 10 other schools.”

To remedy that, Maryland began offering 
a slew of “Fearless Ideas” courses last fall, in 
which students are expected to design and test 
new ventures and products. One of the more 
popular ones, taught by a business professor, 
takes students through the process of creat-
ing outdoor camping gear. The courses are 
designed to fulfill general-education require-
ments and are open to all undergraduates.

The courses, though, can reach only a few 
hundred students. The academy is also work-
ing with campus living-learning communi-
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“ Entrepreneurship is simply  
a shorthand title for learning 
how to apply knowledge, 
skills, and judgment under 
conditions of uncertainty.” 

Sponsors of Campus Entrepreneurship
Foundations and other nonprofit groups have helped finance the growth 
of undergraduate entrepreneurship programs. Here are some of the key 
efforts:

THE EWING MARION  
KAUFFMAN FOUNDATION
An early, and seminal, supporter  
of entrepreneurship in higher  
education, the Missouri-based 
foundation in 2003 identified eight 
colleges — a diverse group that  
included Florida International,  
Howard, and Wake Forest 
Universities — where it would 
support campuswide educational 
programming in entrepreneur-
ship. The project reflected the 
foundation's longstanding view 
that entrepreneurship is an im-
portant part of American society's 
economic health. The number of 
colleges increased to 18 in 2006. 
That program ended in 2013, but 
Kauffman continues to finance 
the study of entrepreneurship and 
education, underwriting research, 
conferences, and reports to better 
understand the legal, social, and 
economic drivers of entrepreneur-
ship. It has dedicated more than 
$300 million to interdisciplinary 
entrepreneurship education to 
date. 

ASHOKA U
The Virginia-based nonprofit 
network, created in 2008, collab-
orates with 30 institutions in the 
United States and elsewhere to 
foster social entrepreneurship. 
Through mentoring, fellowships, 
awards, and other resources, it 
encourages student interest in 
ventures that create social change. 
One of its backers is the Moxie 
Foundation, which also supports  
a handful of campus entrepreneur-
ship centers.

THE BLACKSTONE  
CHARITABLE FOUNDATION
The foundation, based in New 
York, has spent $14 million so 
far on Blackstone LaunchPad, 
a network of 15 colleges in 
six states. Through three-year 
grants, campuses develop space, 
staffing, programming, and ties to 
local businesses that encourage 
student entrepreneurship. 

VENTUREWELL
Established by the Lemelson 
Foundation in 1995 as the 
National Collegiate Inventors and 
Innovators Alliance, VentureWell 
supports student entrepreneur-
ship, particularly in science, 
technology,, and business. The 
Massachusetts-based nonprofit 
group, renamed last year, operates 
through a network of nearly 200 
colleges, finances the creation of 
coursework, provides seed grants 
to student teams to help launch 
their ventures, and offers fellow-
ships and conferences. These 
efforts have led to more than 600 
new courses and support for more 
than 500 student teams, half  
of which are still running  
ventures today.
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ties, which about half of all new 
freshmen join, to include a two- to 
three-week course module that ex-
poses students to two major trends 
in entrepreneurship education: 
design thinking and the lean start-
up. 

E
ntrepreneurship pro-
grams are hard to de-
fine, in part because the 
label has been placed on 
all kinds of offerings, in-

cluding basic accounting courses 
and multi-million-dollar ecosys-
tems, like Stanford University’s 
StartX, a nonprofit dedicated to 
incubating businesses.

Maryland’s model, though, is 
an increasingly familiar one: Hire 
a high-level administrator whose 
purpose is to promote innovation 
on campus, create a university-
wide entrepreneurship center, sup-
port extracurricular programming 
like hackathons and accelerators, 
create space for budding entrepre-
neurs to work on their projects, 
and encourage faculty members to 
devise courses that develop entre-
preneurial skills.

New York University, for exam-
ple, created an Entrepreneurial 
Institute in 2012 to support and 
spread entrepreneurship pro-
gramming and education across 
campus. And last year it opened 
the Leslie Entrepreneurs Lab, a 
6,000-square-foot facility dedicat-
ed to campus start-ups.

Six years ago, the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill cre-
ated the position of special assis-
tant to the chancellor for innova-
tion and entrepreneurship to fuel 
its campuswide programs. Judith 
Cone, who holds that position, had 
previously worked with the Ew-
ing Marion Kauffman Founda-
tion, which was an early supporter 
of campuswide entrepreneurship 
programs.

Most learning on campus, Ms. 
Cone notes, is done through disci-

plinary work, which she calls the 
heart and soul of a college educa-
tion. Entrepreneurship classes and 
programs enhance that learning 
by making the student the “central 
actor” in a project, where they are 
expected to “move ideas forward.”

“You are forced to do work the 
way work really happens in the 
real world,” she says. “It’s not 
straightforward, it’s messy. If your 
project fails, we celebrate that. We 
talk about failure.”

Carolina’s efforts include com-
petitions, accelerators, and new 
coursework, some of which is em-
bedded in specific academic pro-
grams. The School of Journalism 
and Mass Communication, for 
example, created the Reese News 
Lab to test new ideas in the media 
industry.

Ivy League and liberal-arts col-
leges are also getting in on the 
act. Middlebury College is one of 
several that emphasize social en-
trepreneurship, a concept that has 
been promoted by organizations 
like Ashoka U, a nonprofit insti-
tution that helps colleges design 
programs for students who want 
to develop ventures with a social 
benefit, in fields like health and 
education.

Jonathan T. Isham, a Middle-
bury economics professor who 
teaches a course on social entre-
preneurship, describes the term as 
a Trojan horse that “gets students 
excited” while encouraging them 
to think about how to live a mean-
ingful life. “I don’t teach account-
ing, I don’t do business plans,” he 
says. “I want them to do something 
you can uniquely do at this age: 
ask those questions.” 

Community colleges have adapt-
ed as well, with institutions in 
places such as Baltimore, Houston, 
and Miami, adding entrepreneur-
ship courses and certificates to 
their curriculum.

That said, entrepreneurship pro-
grams tend to have more cachet, 
and more resources, at larger and 

wealthier institutions. Wayne R. 
Curtis, director of the Center for 
Urban Entrepreneurship at the 
University of the District of Co-
lumbia, was one of the few repre-
sentatives from a predominantly 
minority-serving institution at a 
recent Ashoka U conference held 
in Washington. He is searching for 
a donor to start a business incuba-
tor on campus, which he estimates 
will cost $75,000.

Washington’s lower-income 
black neighborhoods, he says, need 
more examples of success. “How do 
you solve problems without a lot of 
resources? How do you get your-
self out of a bind?” asks Mr. Curtis, 
who rose from working-class roots 
to a successful career at Fannie 
Mae. “I really want to make part of 
the culture here that everyone, not 
just the business school, has an en-
trepreneurial mind-set.”

Retired and working without 
pay, he’s determined to see the 
project through. Yet he’s had no 
luck in finding anyone to under-
write it. Meanwhile, he notes, 
neighboring Georgetown Universi-
ty received a $10-million donation 
last year from an alumna and her 
husband to create the Beeck Cen-
ter for Social Impact & Innovation.

T
o skeptics, many entre-
preneurship programs 
seem poorly thought 
out. “I don’t think uni-
versities really know 

what they’re doing,” says Dileep 
Rao, a clinical professor in the de-
partment of management and in-
ternational business at Florida In-
ternational University. 

Mr. Rao, whose previous career 
focused on business development, 
says it’s unrealistic to imagine that 
one or two classes will help a stu-
dent become more entrepreneur-
ial. More troubling, he says, is the 
notion that in some of these classes 
students are told that corporations 
seek employees with an entrepre-
neurial mind-set. Large companies 
welcome neither risk nor failure, 
and teaching students otherwise 
is naïve. “Some of these people act 
like it’s Kumbaya time,” he says.

He prefers to teach a more-con-
crete set of skills, which he calls 
new-business development. A less 
sexy term, perhaps, but it sticks to 
core business concepts, including 
product development, sales, and 
marketing.

Some student entrepreneurs 
also give the more-general classes 
mixed reviews. Ms. Burnett ap-
plauds Maryland’s efforts to en-
gage students but says she learned 
far more at Startup Shell and in 
helping create the university’s first 
Bitcamp hackathon than she did 
in an introductory course on en-
trepreneurship through a program 
called Fearless Founders. Yet she 
does like a business class she’s tak-
ing now on financing start-ups, 
where she’s learning about venture 
capital and angel investors.

“The classroom does play an im-
portant role,” she says. “But what 
that is, they haven’t quite figured 
out yet.”

Hannah Salwen, a senior at 
NYU who began a business as an 
undergraduate, credits a social-en-
trepreneurship class for sparking 
the idea. But the venture really 
took off after she and her partner 
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Dean Chang (with 
tie), head of the 

Academy for 
Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship at 
the U. of Maryland, 

leads a weekly staff 
meeting in a space 
called the Garage.

Entrepreneurship at 3 Campuses
Many colleges now offer undergraduate entrepreneurship programs. 
Some focus on particular fields while others are broader. Here are  
examples at a few campuses.

A ‘DIFFERENTIATOR’  
FOR SCIENCE STUDENTS  
AT CARTHAGE COLLEGE

Carthage has been offering Sci-
enceWorks, an entrepreneurship 
program for students in the natural 
sciences, since 1994. Set up as a 
minor, the program covers a range 
of topics, including communication 
skills, financial and project man-
agement, and intellectual-property 
issues. Seniors develop a busi-
ness plan for their core project.

“The engineering people have 
been doing this for a long time, but 
the science community doesn’t 
have that pipeline into industry,” 
says Douglas N. Arion, a professor 
of entrepreneurship and of physics 
and astronomy, who helped devel-
op the program. “Now they’re wak-
ing up to it.”

Students who have been 
through the program do well in the 
job market, Mr. Arion says. “It’s a 
differentiator for them from other 
grads.”

SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL  
INNOVATORS AT BROWN U.

Brown created the Social Inno-
vation Initiative in 2007 to train 
and support students who want to 
pursue ventures with a social ben-
efit, whether starting their own or 
working for an existing organiza-
tion. The university offers courses, 
mentoring, internships, and other 
activities, and it also awards fel-
lowships.

Each year Brown selects be-
tween 15 and 20 fellows, who re-
ceive up to $4,000 and take a year 
of coursework and skills training in 
addition to completing a 10-week 
summer project. Fellows have 
worked to support small business-

es in developing countries, engage 
millennials in politics, and improve 
health care in low-income commu-
nities.

The initiative has been particu-
larly successful, says Alan Harlam, 
director of innovation and social 
entrepreneurship at the Swearer 
Center for Public Service, because 
it fits the interest of many Brown 
undergraduates, about one third 
of whom go on to work in public 
service.

AN ENTREPRENEURSHIP  
DEGREE AT HOUSTON  
COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Houston Community College has 
long had close ties to the city’s 
businesses, but it only recently 
began to develop a track for stu-
dents who want to become entre-
preneurs. It will begin its first as-
sociate degree in entrepreneurship 
this fall and is developing tailored 
entrepreneurship certificate pro-
grams in some fields.

These programs are not just for 
students who want to start a busi-
ness, says Maya Durnovo, chief 
entrepreneurial-initiatives officer 
for the system, which has 70,000 
students. “Those skills are cutting 
across so many different indus-
tries because people want employ-
ees to think innovatively and cre-
atively and not wait for someone to 
give them instructions,” she says. 
The college sponsors business 
workshops and competitions, and 
it just started a contest focused 
on social entrepreneurship. Ms. 
Durnovo hopes these efforts will 
become a steppingstone for stu-
dents interested in pursuing bach-
elor’s or master’s degrees in entre-
preneurship.



entered an eight-month-long com-
petition through the Stern School 
of Business. She is now a part-time 
student working full time on their 
peer-to-peer high-tech equipment 
rental service. “School can seem so 
abstract and sometimes irrelevant,” 
she admits, but without the Leslie 
eLab and all of the other support 
the university has provided, she 
doubts she would have become an 
entrepreneur in the first place.

Some professors worry that fo-
cusing on entrepreneurship gives 
students an exaggerated sense 
of their own power, particularly 
among a generation inclined to 
see technology as an all-purpose 
solution to the world’s problems. 
At the Ashoka conference, several 
professors asked whether encour-
aging students to design their 
own ventures — like water purifi-
cation systems and mobile librar-
ies — sidesteps requiring them to 
grapple with the social, political, 
and economic issues that create 
the problems students are trying 
to tackle, like tainted water sup-
plies and underfinanced schools.

The response, both at the con-
ference and among entrepre-
neurship educators, tends to be a 
variation of: Let students try, and 
perhaps fail. Then their eyes will 
open to the bigger problems facing 
society.

Ms. Cone, of Chapel Hill, agrees 
that students can get locked into 
their limited experiences. “So 
many student ideas seem the 
same,” she says of entrepreneur-
ship programs she’s seen. “I don’t 
think we’re challenging them.”

The university has attempted to 
broaden students’ understanding 
of society’s problems by bringing 
in speakers from the communi-
ty to discuss what local residents 
really need — and it’s not another 
3 a.m. pizza-delivery system, she 
says. Instead, students are asked to 
think about how they might help 
people in wheelchairs reach the 
thermostat or provide families in 
low-income neighborhoods access 
to fresh foods.

W
hether you can 
teach someone 
to become a suc-
cessful entrepre-
neur is open to 

debate. Skeptics note that the high 
failure rate of new businesses and 
the rarity of blockbuster start-ups, 
like Facebook, indicate how diffi-
cult the challenge is.

In fact, our start-up-obsessed 
culture notwithstanding, the per-
centage of young people who are 
creating new businesses is low-
er today than it was in the mid-
1990s. Some researchers wonder 
whether increased student debt 
is to blame, as college graduates 
go in search of a steady paycheck. 
Others note that a stagnant econo-
my has constrained young people’s 
ability to gain work experience, 
which is often necessary before 
they’re ready to create their own 
ventures. (The average first-time 
entrepreneur is actually closer to 
40 than 20.)

Whatever the challenges start-
ups face, advocates argue that 
counting how many of them grad-
uates produce is the wrong mea-
sure of success for entrepreneur-
ship programs.

“I’m not here to tell you how to 
teach people to be the next Mark 
Zuckerberg or Bill Gates,” says 
Frank Rimalovski, executive di-
rector of the NYU Entrepreneur-
ial Institute and a former venture 
capitalist. “But we can teach them 
how to go out in the market and 
assess needs and opportunities 
and map them to a business mod-
el and get started. Yes, I’m pretty 
confident we can teach people how 
to do that.”

He and other educators note, 
too, that only a fraction of students 
who pass through their doors have 
a burning desire to start a busi-
ness. More often, they are working 
with undergraduates who are in-
trigued by start-up or tech culture 
and find the idea of experimenta-

tion exciting in a way that textbook 
learning is not. In that sense, these 
instructors are not too different 
from professors who talk about 
building critical-thinking skills.

While educators agree there’s no 
one way to teach entrepreneurship 
— one lecturer likens it to impro-
visational jazz — they see common 
weaknesses, including lack of con-
text, overreliance on storytelling, 
and the tendency to reduce complex 
processes to a list of simple steps.

“The study of entrepreneurship 
can be as intellectual as anything 
else on campus,” says Ross Levine, 
who holds the Willis H. Booth 
Chair in Banking and Finance in 
the Haas School of Business at the 
University of California at Berke-
ley. Math, economics, politics, and 

history are all integral to the field. 
Yet, he adds, “its current manifes-
tation is too often geared toward, 
How do you start a business in 
2015 in California?”

Ms. Schneider of the Association 
of American Colleges and Univer-
sities, says this will be the defining 
challenge of entrepreneurship pro-
grams. Hands-on, real-world expe-
riences are an important compo-
nent for a 21st-century education, 
she says, but students also need a 
broad-based education, one “that 
asks hard questions about where 
we are, what it means, and what 
we’re going to do about it.”

“If you see change as a matter of 
technical facility,” she says, “you 
can be certain your results are go-
ing to be pretty thin.” 
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