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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to examine the utilization of the opportunities offered
by teacher and school autonomy in entrepreneurship education with companies involved. The
research question was: How do schools and teachers use their autonomy in the implementation of
entrepreneurship education? This research question was complemented by two additional research
questions that were: How does teacher autonomy benefit the implementation of entrepreneurship
education? and How do teachers want to utilize autonomy in teaching? This qualitative study
used content analyses and the data were collected via semi-structured interviews, with a total of
35 people from 23 schools in Finland. The findings show that school and teacher autonomy brought
excellent results in implementing entrepreneurship education and, in these cases, the message of
the curriculum worked as fuel for the activities carried out by the school and the teachers. At the
same time, some groups of schools and teachers disregarded the message of the curriculum for a set
of reasons. Hence, the educational authorities nationally and locally need to consider the balance
between autonomy and the core curriculum and weigh the pros and cons of the situation. The
study suggests further research on teachers’ perceptions of the relationship between the curricula
expectations and implementation of entrepreneurship education.

Keywords: entrepreneurship education; autonomy; teacher; school–company interaction

1. Introduction

The objective of this article is to analyze school and teacher autonomy and its effects on
the implementation of the curriculum, especially on the expectations set on entrepreneur-
ship education. School autonomy is a form of decentralization in which schools can decide
on some issues related to teaching and education [1–3]. School autonomy depends on and
is influenced by national legislation, relationships with the authorities, and partnerships
with educational management organizations and community-based organizations [4,5].
In other words, the national curriculum allows for deviations, and schools can therefore
determine their own actions within those areas. In addition to this, municipality-level
authorities can influence school autonomy by means of their own regulations [6,7].

There is very little research on the role of autonomy on the implementation of en-
trepreneurship education. This is surprising because, while the curriculum prescriptions
seek to unify schools’ attempts to implement entrepreneurship education in the whole
school system, the autonomy of schools and teachers is regarded as important features of
successful schools. In this study, we turned our attention to the autonomy of teachers in
basic education, that is, teachers working with youth of 13–16 years old, and examined
how entrepreneurship education is carried out. The main research question was: How do
schools and teachers use their autonomy in the implementation of entrepreneurship educa-
tion? The main research question is complemented by two additional questions. The first
additional research question was: How does teacher autonomy benefit the implementation
of entrepreneurship education? The second additional research question was: How do
teachers want to utilize autonomy in teaching?

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 215. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11050215 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5625-9500
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4769-1446
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0320-2217
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci11050215?type=check_update&version=1
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11050215
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11050215
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11050215
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11050215
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education


Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 215 2 of 14

In this study, the data show three basic ways in which the informants used their auton-
omy in regard to entrepreneurship education: exceeding the expectations set by the curricu-
lum, working on an equal footing with the curriculum, and disregarding the curriculum.

The paper makes two important contributions to the current literature on entrepreneur-
ship education: first, it shows that school and teacher autonomy has leverage concerning
the implementation of entrepreneurship education. This seems to be the factor that allows
the schools to behave opportunistically, follow their own concepts of implementation, and
come up with local solutions for entrepreneurship education. Second, autonomy seems
to be a force related to both excellent results and no results in the implementation of en-
trepreneurship education. Even more interestingly, schools and teachers that followed the
curriculum closely and fell in between the two autonomous groups did not talk about their
autonomy. It seems that, for the normal, expected outcome, the bare concept of autonomy
seems futile. These results have multiple implications on the research of entrepreneurship
education and on the promotion of entrepreneurship education.

The structure of the article is as follows: First, a presentation of the conceptual frame-
work addressing the concept of the curriculum and teacher autonomy. Second, we briefly
highlight how entrepreneurship education is positioned in the curriculum. After that
we present the methodology for this study, as well as data collection and analysis. This
is followed by a presentation of the findings and a discussion. Conclusions complete
the study.

2. Literature Review

School autonomy is considered to work best and be conducive to student achievement
in well-developed systems that hold schools accountable for their actions [8,9]. Hanushek
et al. [10] agree, stating that accountability and the development of the educational system
are considered to be prerequisites for autonomy. Accountability can have many meanings
but, within the context of the school, it refers to school personnel being responsible for
their actions [1,11,12].

Teacher autonomy is a complex concept, as the literature recognizes a range of concep-
tualizations [12–17]. Teacher autonomy can appear as the possibility to increase one’s own
knowledge and skills through development and rigorous training [14,16]. It is common for
many teachers to treat autonomy as a synonym for independence, which allows teachers to
decide about their teaching in isolation from others [15]. Teacher autonomy is also regarded
in literature as educational autonomy; that is, teachers have the possibility to prepare their
lessons independently, choose textbooks and topics to be taught, select teaching methods,
engage in time planning, and assess and evaluate students [5,15,17].

Research on teacher autonomy shows that teacher autonomy provides benefits,
such as better learning outcomes of learners [1,18,19], motivation and job satisfaction of
teachers [12,16,17], and flexibility in teaching and learning [16]. Hanushek et al. [10] argued
that, at best, autonomy allows teachers to use localized knowledge to improve performance
and cooperate with outside actors in emerging opportunities, but it can also cause local
schools to strive for goals beyond general standards [10].

Teacher autonomy is regarded necessary for schools to achieve learning success [13,20].
Autonomy empowers teachers, supporting their work satisfaction and professionalism [21].
In the framework of teacher and school autonomy, it is understandable that entrepreneur-
ship education varies among schools. While some schools have disregarded entrepreneur-
ship education, many schools have embedded entrepreneurship education in their school
system, e.g., involving outside companies to provide students with a realistic picture of
business life.

The concept of autonomy has been well covered in entrepreneurship education re-
search [22–26]. These studies have, however, concentrated principally on students’ auton-
omy as a learning outcome of entrepreneurship education. Entrepreneurship education
in cooperation with companies gives students the opportunity to actively participate in
companies’ activities. School–company cooperation gives students the opportunity to see,
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touch and feel [27–30]. Chiu [31] studied the Nordic model of entrepreneurship education
and raised educational institutions’ full autonomy and flexibility in the implementation of
entrepreneurship education as a special feature in Nordic countries. The benefits of auton-
omy were related to higher teacher commitment due to the decentralized system [13,31].
However, Chiu [31] noted that the high level of autonomy leads to less ability of policy
makers to monitor and control the implementation of entrepreneurship education. While
school and teacher autonomy have been recognized as beneficial features for entrepreneur-
ship education, a wide range of research has suggested that the norms and expectations set
by the curricula and school and teacher autonomy are constantly seeking balance [14,32,33].

Schools must meet the requirements of the core curriculum regarding the subjects and
their scope. The Finnish core curriculum recommends schools include entrepreneurship
and working life in their programs [34]. As a cross-curricular theme, entrepreneurship
education should be embedded in all subjects and also in the operating culture of schools,
but it can also be an optional subject. Nevertheless, the Finnish core curriculum clearly
describes seven transversal competence areas that are common to all school subjects; one
of these is working life competence and entrepreneurship [34]. This description has a clear
message: students should be given the opportunity to become acquainted with working
life and gain experience in entrepreneurship and business life. No specific guidelines have
been given to schools on how to realize school–company cooperation. Instead, schools
and teachers are free to apply methods of entrepreneurship education as they see fit in
their teaching programs. In addition, a school can make decisions about the school culture,
optional subjects, or other practical issues. As autonomous professionals, teachers can
choose their teaching methods. Regarding the cooperation with external partners, schools
can make the decisions or let teachers decide for themselves.

In terms of teacher commitment, Bascia et al. [35] suggested that, even though en-
trepreneurship is mentioned in the curriculum, teachers who are not committed to en-
trepreneurship education choose to follow the traditions rather than adapt new things in
their teaching. In essence, entrepreneurship education can be considered an educational
reform. As such, Fejes, Nylund, and Wallin [36] suggested that entrepreneurship education
may suffer because of its young age as a curriculum area. Furthermore, Kelchtermans [37]
and Foliard et al. [38] suggested that, in educational reforms, teachers may feel profes-
sionally vulnerable, and this may lead to abandoning the new pedagogy. This is even
more probable if the new concept seems unclear to the teachers [39]. Finally, in terms of
cognitive processing, Bergqvist and Bergqvist [40] suggested that, facing a reform message,
teachers either accommodate or assimilate it. According to them, accommodation refers
to full systematic processing—internalizing—of the message, while assimilation concerns
only heuristic processing of the message. In other words, assimilation refers to being
superficially aware of the new message without adopting it [40].

While all the explaining factors may have a role in explaining the implementation of
entrepreneurship education, this study focuses on autonomy. In this view, teachers are
considered as educational professionals who need to have the freedom to tap into the best
solutions and approaches to operate with their students [21] (p. 38). This is especially
relevant in the case of entrepreneurship education, that often also includes intensive
interaction with outside stakeholders, usually companies. Having an outside actor from
the corporate world in the education environment is a challenge to the teachers [41].

3. Methodology
3.1. Method

This study applied a qualitative research method [42,43], as the focus of the study was
to understand teachers’ interpretations of entrepreneurship education in the curriculum,
and, in that sense, their perspectives on interaction with companies. Qualitative research
enables researchers to examine social and cultural phenomena [44]. In this study, we
ensured scientific rigor by applying the Gioia method in the analysis [42,43]. The strength
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of qualitative research is to provide an understanding of the phenomena and points of
view as seen by the participants [45,46].

The research material was collected from interviews with teachers and principals in
basic education in Finnish schools. In Finland, entrepreneurship education has been part of
the national curriculum for basic education since 1994. Basic education is part of compul-
sory education and students are aged between 7 and 16 years. The national curriculum [34]
is a guiding document for all schools to follow, and it sets the objectives and core contents
of all subjects. In the national core curriculum, entrepreneurship education is described
as one cross-curricular theme which needs to be embedded in all subjects and in schools’
operating culture. In addition, some schools have decided to offer entrepreneurship as an
optional subject. The data included a total of 35 people from 23 schools. The schools were
intentionally selected from geographically different parts of Finland, including urban and
rural areas. This was done to obtain a rich set of material from a large area and not just from
one region. As a result, our study included respondents from 19 different municipalities.
Four of the municipalities are large cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants. Six are
medium sized towns (50,000–100,000 inhabitants) and the remaining nine municipalities
have less than 50,000 inhabitants. Out of the informants, 24 worked as subject teachers in
various subjects and 11 as principals. Besides acting as heads of their schools, the duties of
the principals also included teaching some weekly lessons.

3.2. Sample

Semi-structured interviews were chosen, as they allowed the respondents to explain
their experiences and thoughts and to highlight their expertise. Semi-structured interviews
are also flexible and allow more detailed questions to obtain material if something seems
unclear in the course of the interview [47]. According to Elo et al. [48], the interviewer
must be careful not to steer the interviewees to respond in a desired direction.

A framework for the interviews was constructed in advance. The interview themes
are listed in Table 1. The semi-structured interviews were initiated with questions about
visits outside school with the students.

Table 1. Interview themes.

1 How many visits are made per school year? How many other visits to, for instance,
museums, science centers or other destinations?

2 What other kind of cooperation takes place with outside actors?

3 How do you get in touch with companies? Who takes an active role in arranging
cooperation or visits?

4 What are the practical arrangements for the visits?
5 What is the purpose of the visits? How interested is the teacher in this kind of teaching?
6 How is the school work connected to the visits?
7 Which companies are located in the vicinity?
8 How do the classes plan the visits in advance?
9 How do the classes process the visits afterwards?

10 What are the teachers’ attitudes to and thoughts about the visits in general?

The questions focused on teachers’ experiences of entrepreneurship education, espe-
cially school–company cooperation. During the interviews, further questions followed
the informants’ responses. When selecting the informants, it was ensured that all the
interviewees were in fact teachers or principals in basic education and, therefore, were
expected to conduct entrepreneurship education. However, it was a deliberate decision
not to focus merely on informants who are profoundly familiar with entrepreneurship
education. Instead, most of the teachers in the study were not educated to work as en-
trepreneurship education teachers. For this reason, the data include plenty of variety in
terms of experiences of entrepreneurship education. The duration of the interviews varied
from 17 to 81 min. The interviews were conducted in Finnish or Swedish, depending on
the language used in the school. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
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verbatim. For the purposes of this paper, the selected quotations have been translated into
English and adjusted slightly to make them more comprehensible in English.

3.3. Data Analysis

To analyze the data, we applied the Gioia method [42,43]. Content analysis is a
method for analysing written or verbal messages [49]. Content analysis is a suitable tool
for obtaining an understanding of the meaning of communication between the interviewer
and the interviewee [50]. Through content analysis, the words, phrases, and statements
can be tested [51]. Excel tables were used to organize the data, following the principles of
qualitative content analysis [51]. The statements were divided into categories according to
their context and transferred to the table, making it possible to distinguish new insights
from the categorized data [52].

The data were read carefully several times. In the initial analysis, the informants’
comments concerning choices for and against the implementation of entrepreneurship
education in cooperation with companies were carefully examined and compared with
other corresponding explanations [42,43].

Next, in the second-level analysis, the categories were formed to include issues such
as the national core curriculum, school curriculum, school autonomy, teacher autonomy
and teachers’ practices. Through these themes, an understanding emerged of the oppor-
tunities and constraints of entrepreneurship education, as well as further curricula-based
interpretations. The categories were further split into more detailed categories. Finally,
similar and different statements were gleaned from the worksheet in accordance with
comparative analysis. Based on the analysis, the respondents’ comments on the extent of
entrepreneurship education were categorized into three groups and named as: adopting
and adapting entrepreneurship education, following the curriculum, and disregarding en-
trepreneurship education. The categorized findings are presented in the chapter, illustrated
with quotations from the interviews.

4. Findings

The findings of the study seemed to suggest that, as informants, the teachers and
principals could be divided into three categories in terms of how they use autonomy
related to entrepreneurship education. The first category comprised of the first adopters
and adapters of entrepreneurship education, the second group followed recommendations
of the core curriculum by making a few visits, and the third disregarded entrepreneurship
education through autonomy. The results are explained in more detail in the sections below.

4.1. Adopting and Adapting Entrepreneurship Education

In the data, there were several principals and teachers that explained their experiences
of entrepreneurship education vividly. These comments create the first category. One of
the informants, the principal in a school where all classes have some cooperation with
companies, explained their practices. He seemed satisfied with the system and thus
devotedly explained the freedom allowed by the national core curriculum and other
authorities [1,53].

Not all schools have advanced as much as our school. My superiors have given
me the approval to do it in this way. Many schools do a lot of activities, but
the activities are not as well planned as they are in our school. The others
have activities that are more fragmented and random because it is not set in the
national curriculum.

(Interviewee 4, principal)

Here, the focus is on the whole school. The principal in the excerpt above was very
competitive [20]. He compared his school to others and was satisfied that he can imple-
ment his own systematic plan that covers the whole school and has secured success. It
seems that the principal sought to strive for goals beyond general standards [10]. Fur-
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thermore, the example also highlights the benefits of autonomy as the principal sought
to exceed the expectations set by the curriculum. Another approach consists of particular
entrepreneurship-focused classes. This means there are classes in each of the grades that
have entrepreneurship as an optional subject, and they interact and cooperate with com-
panies. These classes work beyond normal classes and differ from other classes that have
entrepreneurship education embedded in other subjects. In this sense, a principal uses
their autonomy to organise the teaching in the school independently [41]. The school hours
or the number of lessons are the same as in other classes, the difference is demonstrated in
the combination of subjects. A principal who works at such a school explained how those
classes have been working:

If I think about the curriculum and these areas of transversal competences, what
is clearly highlighted is that during their three-year long school time these classes
clearly participate in the competence area of working life skills and entrepreneur-
ship as well as the other competence areas. They will surely have obtained
working life skills needed today and certainly in the future. If we read that
chapter of the school’s operating culture and underline everything we already
have implemented, then it is a pretty well-underlined document.

(Interviewee 11, principal)

The principal was seemingly proud of the accomplishments of her school—the free-
dom to implement the curriculum created a deep commitment to fulfil all the expecta-
tions [21,31]. The principal described the operating culture as inspiring and explained that
teachers at school dare to take challenges and start something that may not be crystal clear
at the beginning but will be accomplished together with students [15]. In other words,
any teacher regardless of the teacher’s professional teaching subject is capable to act as a
contact person for a host company and develop practices in class-company cooperation.
Cooperation is part of the schoolwork for those classes, and it is supported by the principal
and colleagues [3,54]. She continued as follows:

Perhaps it shows that the teachers agree that they should not be the only ones who
the students seek answers from, but together they [the teacher and the students]
seek answers and find things out. This is good and may on the other hand even
be better so. In recent years we have changed our entrepreneurship education,
and at the moment teachers in arts, Finnish and religion are responsible for our
entrepreneurship-focused classes. In the past, I as entrepreneurship education
teacher was responsible for all those classes and had to manage all their projects.
I found it pretty heavy going.

(Interviewee 11, principal)

Hanushek et al. [10] emphasized the teachers’ autonomy to use localized knowledge to
improve performance. The citation above suggests that the teachers used their autonomy to
create knowledge together with their students, turning the learning situation into a socially-
constructed process [55]. Innovative teachers conducted projects and made company visits to
acquaint students with business and working life [53,56]. They planned the company visits
within the timetable of their own lessons as far as possible. Inevitably, this did not work
in all situations, and teachers needed to negotiate with other teachers about rescheduling
lessons and other issues. They seemed to find it laborious at times, but they were enthusiastic
and committed to continue in their own field, arranging company visits [31]. They usually
managed to make several visits during the school year, but sometimes the number of visits
remained minimal, as one of the enthusiastic teachers put it in words:

Within entrepreneurship education, we go on a number of visits to companies.
It varies depending on how they fit into our schedules and how much I am
able to do. And we usually visit companies during the 9th grade [students
around 15 years] within the framework of social science. There is a section
about entrepreneurship and the curriculum recommends visiting different kinds
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of companies as much as this can be arranged. Our visits are in line with the
national curriculum and the school curriculum. Let’s say we do not make a visit
on some school year. In such case, we can say that the teacher is going against
the guidelines of the curriculum. We should go outside school to study as much
as possible. But sometimes it is not possible, mostly due to the schedules.

(Interviewee 12, teacher)

In the excerpt above, something seems to occur in the discourse: when teaching
took place within the frames of the curriculum, the teacher talked about ‘us’, but, if the
curriculum was not followed, it was about the teacher. Even if the school followed the
curriculum, the teachers’ autonomy to make up their own minds was not limited. Another
enthusiastic teacher felt that she was supported and helped by another teacher who was
also interested in cooperating with companies [5]. She explained that they were interested
in school–company interaction, they managed to visit interesting companies and stated
that the students had also enjoyed the collaboration. She finished by adding:

You really need to be active yourself. I don’t think a fraction, if anything of this
would be done, if you were alone. At least two teachers are needed, absolutely.

(Interviewee 26, teacher)

4.2. Following the Curriculum

The second category consists of respondents who described organizing some en-
trepreneurship education events with external actors. These respondents more or less
followed the main message of the core curriculum without striving for anything new or ex-
traordinary [40,57]. Some of them worked in schools that have entrepreneurship education
as optional studies (for instance, at a certain grade), which offers the students the possibility
to choose it [24,26]. Implementation depended on the teacher’s capability and interest, be
it interaction with companies or keeping things just in classroom settings [14,58]. Some
teachers explained that students actively participated in finding interesting companies that
they could visit [57]. One of the informants responsible for entrepreneurship education
explained the students’ participation in the selection of companies:

Often in the last few years, we have had visits to companies which the students
have selected. They followed their gut feelings a bit when they chose a company.
It was like that for the bakery industry. A group chose McDonald’s of all possible
companies. And I said, of course we can go and see it.

(Interviewee 14, teacher)

Some schools seemed to consider visits to public places, such as science centres or
museums, as sufficient outside activities from school. The purpose of such visits was to
strengthen an understanding of a phenomenon; teachers seemed to interpret the message
of the core curriculum superficially, in a self-satisfying way [36,40], by taking field trips
somewhere outside school to bring a glimpse of real life into the school world. These visits
seemed to be subject-related, for example a phenomenon in physics or dramatic art in arts
and culture.

In these schools, students are annually offered some opportunities to go on vis-
its, which they plan and put on their school calendar in the autumn when the school
starts. In other words, it is important that the visits take place outside school. One of the
teachers explained:

Every student makes at least five study visits per school year, so for example,
all of the students in the 7th grade usually visit the science center [name of the
science centre], all the students in the 8th grade visit the art museum [name of the
art museum] and all of the students in the 9th grade visit the Finnish parliament
and the District Court. All students visit the yearly book fair. We have many
visits in our programme and we have a system everyone makes at least five
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visits. But we do not have regular company visits, we have not taken that in
the program.

(Interviewee 2, principal)

Another informant explained a similar standard pattern that was used in his school.
He seemed to be satisfied with the system, but also noted company visits were less common.
The informant explained the practice of the activities outside school:

Basically, the students in the 7th grade have just the orientation day in [name of
place]. In the 8th and 9th grade, it becomes more advanced in various subjects.
Of course, there could be an industrial visit or something similar, at least once
a year.

(Interviewee 24, teacher)

4.3. Disregarding Entrepreneurship Education

The third category comprises respondents who appeared to disregard the message of
the core curriculum [36,59]. They were aware of it but considered it only a recommendation.
They appeared to believe that the curriculum provides them freedom to choose whether to
adopt entrepreneurship education in their teaching system or not and willingly leave it out.
In their opinion, they have a well-functioning school system, and their most important
task is to provide students with sufficient knowledge to become good citizens. They
produced a plethora of reasons why they do not need to seek more interaction with
companies [60]. This category includes teachers and principals that had good excuses not
to adopt entrepreneurship education and to have less interaction with companies. Some
seemed to foster the idea that a mandatory work practice program compensates for their
missing entrepreneurship education. Interaction with companies was a strange thought, as
one informant explained:

I do not think we will go on any company visits. But I know that students have
the opportunity to learn about business during their practical training period
when they spend two weeks in a company in the 9th grade or so... There they
have company contacts, but not in normal teaching, no.

(Interviewee 1, principal)

One of the informants argued that minimized company interaction is not only due
to the school policy. She stated that companies should actively contact schools and invite
cooperation. Then, it would be easier for a school to select some events. Some other teachers
agreed with the recommendations of the core curriculum but always found a reason why
they could not begin taking a new approach in their teaching. They followed a hidden
curriculum, with the same pattern from year to year [35,61]. In general, these schools have
not adopted entrepreneurship in their school programmes. One of the principals saw the
situation like this:

One might be a little surprised to have a group of 20 surly 14-year-old students
on a visit, and no one may be greatly interested. The person who receives visitors
has a responsibility to be prepared and to understand the target group and its
mission. If you do not know these companies and do not really know what they
have to offer, it can happen that you go there and realize that it was completely
wasted time.

(Interviewee 2, principal)

Uncertainty seemed to prevail among teachers in this category, as the previous quo-
tation shows. Another teacher, who knew the recommendations of the curriculum well
and was able to accept interaction with companies in principle, acknowledged that it is,
nevertheless, a big step to take. She explained her opinions and thoughts as follows:

It is all about the complexities since there are no ready channels. It means that
even if you had a thought that this would be good, it may not be implemented
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when you face all the obstacles along the way. If there were clear models and
ready channels, then you perhaps would do it. I do not think the reason is that
teachers do not want to, but I think, because it takes too much effort and resources
to implement it.

(Interviewee 17, teacher)

In these cases, autonomy was used to make it easier for the teacher—following
the curriculum would be too laborious. This suggested that the school and teachers
considered the message of the curriculum but decided not to follow it [35]. For some
teachers, entrepreneurship and working life aspects of the curriculum were difficult to
understand. They claimed the text in the curriculum about entrepreneurship education is
long and complex and its implementation is not clearly expressed [57,62]. The content of
the curriculum could be clearer and more direct, as one informant said:

It [the curriculum] is incoherently written. It is very difficult to deal with if you
think a new teacher should read it and get something out of it. I think we have
big problems with the new curriculum. The previous curriculum was better. I
think the idea is good, but problems arise when there are so many people who
have written it, the text is not easy to read. It contains 350 pages, I have not read
it from cover to cover, but I have read many parts quite carefully and noticed that
it is difficult. You may understand the idea, but it is written in a very difficult
way. I wish that in [name of the municipality] we could have a more specific local
curriculum. Such things are more important to a teacher than all the nice words
about how everything should be done.

(Interviewee 24, teacher)

The interview material revealed that teachers may alter their views on company
interaction. For example, a person who previously did not wish to be in any way involved
in entrepreneurship education suddenly became surprisingly interested in it. This change
in heart required something to trigger a new direction in thinking and alleviate fear and
uncertainty shackling teachers’ attitudes. The trigger may have been a positive experience,
but exposure to such a positive experience often occurred through an external factor, so
teachers were less likely to expose themselves to what they are uncertain of. One informant
described her own experience of how she had initially thought she could not be interested
in entrepreneurship education and cooperate with companies. She explained:

I teach religion. When the school adopted entrepreneurship into the school pro-
gramme as an optional subject, I was asked if I could teach that subject. At first, I
said, well, I have never imagined myself as an entrepreneur or anything like that.
But then, I usually get excited about new things and I cannot say no to emerging
opportunities. So, I decided to try and noticed that it totally inspired me.

(Interviewee 11, teacher)

The direction of the shift from one category to another can also happen in reverse:
starting from an attitude of working with companies to not wanting to have anything more
to do with them. In such cases, there may not have been any support from the principal or
other teachers and the teacher has struggled to organize the company visits alone. One
informant explained how her energy declined and she stopped:

It became tougher and the municipality only paid for travel on public transport,
and still more, the teachers had to organize the tickets. So, it took more time
and the students sometimes had to walk a long way from a bus stop to the
visiting destination. Then, the students came home later than normally and
began complaining. Also, if one teacher has a visit that takes several hours, and
the students should have lessons in other subjects at that time, it is a problem.
We would have had to reschedule the lessons with other teachers. So, after some
attempts, I thought that no, I can no longer cope with that.

(Interviewee 20, teacher)
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If a teacher was alone trying to help students become familiar with companies and
provide them with entrepreneurship and working life skills, it proved to be very cumber-
some and even impossible. It was easier when the whole school was committed and shared
the challenges.

5. Discussion of the Results

Efforts made in promoting the status of entrepreneurship education in national cur-
ricula have been based on the idea this would help guarantee the implementation of
entrepreneurship education in schools [63]. The findings in our study challenge this as-
sumption. It would seem advisable to settle the balance between the expectations set in the
curriculum and the school and teacher autonomy in the daily work in schools. In this paper,
we focused on the school and teacher autonomy on the implementation of entrepreneurship
education. Our analysis suggests three approaches to the curriculum: teachers and schools
using their autonomy to do more than expected, doing only the expected, or using their
autonomy and refusing to do what is expected.

Our study seems to indicate that teachers’ and schools’ autonomy is an important
factor in determining the implementation of entrepreneurship education. At its best,
autonomy made it possible for schools to embrace opportunities, follow their own concepts
of implementation, and come up with local solutions for entrepreneurship education.
However, autonomy also brought an element of surprise as, in some cases, the outcomes
of autonomy appeared counterproductive towards entrepreneurship education. That is,
in the implementation of entrepreneurship education, autonomy seemed to be a force
related to both excellent and non-existing results. While autonomy seemed to be a source
of motivation, commitment, and competitiveness in schools, it also left room for ignorance
concerning the expectations set out in the curriculum. In this sense, the problems with
accountability suggested by Chiu [31] are very visible in our study.

The approaches of teachers exceeding expectations indicated firstly that entrepreneur-
ship education was embedded in the whole teaching system, regardless of the teaching
subjects. Secondly, in schools that successfully implemented the entrepreneurial aspects of
the core curriculum, some classes or subjects emphasized entrepreneurship. Thirdly, it was
important that some teachers in the school wanted their students to become acquainted
with entrepreneurship and working life and, from the interviews, it was clear that some
teachers pursued this. These schools accommodated the national core curriculum very
well. In addition, as autonomous schools, they created their own systems to integrate
entrepreneurship education in the schoolwork. In their view, the curriculum offers a good
opportunity for this, as it already includes entrepreneurship and working life skills as
one of the transversal competence areas and recommends cooperating with surrounding
companies to provide students with working life skills [36]. The teachers seemed to feel
that they were rewarded for their effort when they saw their students enjoy learning [13,20].
Our data suggest that, in some cases, the principals even asked for permissions to exceed
the expectations of the curriculum. These cases show how the curriculum can be a starting
point for school-level activities. To make this happen, co-operation at many decision-
making levels is called for, involving at least teachers, principals, and their superiors. We
suggest further research to uncover the decision-making chains related to these patterns.

The teachers who followed the norms of the core curriculum did not change their
programs often. Year in year out, they made some visits outside school and wanted to con-
tinue this [40,64]. These visits may be local events, for example, or events between schools.
They did not necessarily contribute to entrepreneurship education, but nevertheless were
an excursion into society from school and were supported by teachers. Teachers seemed to
have the authority to decide the number of visits each student is entitled to make during
the school year. They assimilated the core curriculum’s message and felt that they followed
the norms [40]. Strikingly, this group of teachers was familiar with the curriculum and tried
to follow it. However, in doing so, they did not appear to find the possibility of autonomy
important. This finding is significant as it shows that even if the schools appeared to fulfill
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the curriculum, their activities clearly did not meet the implicit expectations. It is important
to determine which aspects of the curricula, or the ways they are communicated, lead
to superficial interpretations [40] of the curriculum message. Further studies are needed
concerning the teachers’ perceptions of the relationship between the curricula expectations
and the implementation of entrepreneurship education.

Teachers who disregarded the curriculum message formed a third group. In their
view, there are sufficient training periods in the current studies to meet the expectations
set for entrepreneurship education. Teachers were convinced that students gain sufficient
knowledge of working life during those periods and thus the school need not engage
in special activities to fulfil the curriculum expectations. This behavior was evidently
related to the teachers’ negative conceptions of the workload related to entrepreneurship
education. That is, these teachers saw many obstacles that made it impossible to collaborate
with companies. These obstacles included, for instance, a lack of time, a lack of resources
of the school, or the unclear conceptual basis of the curriculum. This group is especially
interesting as it seemed to indicate that the messages set in the curriculum did not reach
this group of teachers or activate them in any way. It is noteworthy, that entrepreneurship
education has been included in the Finnish national core curricula for basic education
for more than 25 consecutive years. As such, this should not be a new phenomenon for
teachers. Earlier studies [62,65,66] reported that teachers have difficulties in implementing
the entrepreneurial aspects of the core curriculum. Our data suggest that, in many cases,
these teachers intentionally decide not to follow the curriculum. This situation could lead
to an increase in control and accountability of teachers to follow the curriculum, thus
limiting their autonomy at work.

The role of the principal was important if the school wanted to bring about some
change in, for example, school–company cooperation. If a school uses its autonomy and
makes decisions that affect the whole school, it reduces the autonomy of teachers to make
their own decisions. If the school management wants the whole school to use a common
teaching strategy, the role of the principal is to act as a rapporteur and negotiator of the
strategy. Through school autonomy, the whole school can incorporate entrepreneurship
education into the teaching program and implement it in cooperation with companies.

6. Conclusions

This study sought to examine in which way the autonomy of schools and teachers is
related to the implementation of entrepreneurship education. These results have multi-
ple implications on the research of entrepreneurship education and on the promotion of
entrepreneurship education. In terms of further research, we suggest that the autonomy
of schools and teachers should be taken into account when observing the entrepreneur-
ship education practices in schools. That is, there is a high probability that autonomy is
related to the sophistication of the teaching methods used in the implementation of the
curriculum, as well as the commitment of the educators. In terms of practical implications,
the message is twofold: first, it seems that school and teacher autonomy brings excellent
results in implementing entrepreneurship education and, in these cases, the message of the
curriculum works as fuel for the activities carried out by the school and the teachers. At
the same time, some groups of schools and teachers disregard the curriculum for multiple
reasons. The educational authorities nationally and locally need to consider this and weigh
the pros and cons of the situation. Should the implementation of curricula be controlled?
What would the implementation of entrepreneurship education be if it were carried out by
uncommitted teachers?

7. Limitations of the Present Study and Suggestions for Future Research

As any study, this study had limitations. First, the data was gathered from one
country only. As suggested earlier in this study, teachers in the Nordic countries are quite
autonomous in their work. This is likely to affect the generalizability of the results of the
study. Nevertheless, the questions of teacher autonomy and the need to control teachers’



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 215 12 of 14

activities is also of wider interest internationally. Therefore, we suggest that our results
may be of interest to international readers. Second, the qualitative data was gathered
from teachers and principals. Research on the relationship between teacher autonomy and
entrepreneurship education is close to non-existent. We suggest that wider quantitative
studies are required to observe the mechanisms related to the teachers’ autonomous
behavior and its effects on entrepreneurship education.
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