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How do teachers interpret and transform entrepreneurship
education?
Andreas Fejes a, Mattias Nylund b and Jessica Wallina
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ABSTRACT
During the last decade, entrepreneurship education has become a central
curricular topic in many locations in the world. In Sweden, entrepreneurship
education was implemented in the curriculum for the first time in 2011, as
something that should be included in all upper secondary school pro-
grammes. In this article, we focus on one of these programmes, the handicraft
programme, investigating how entrepreneurship education is formulated in
the latest curriculum and how teachers understand and transform such
content in their teaching. Drawing on Bernstein’s concepts of classification
and framing, we illustrate how entrepreneurship education in the Swedish
curriculum has a ‘dual definition’, representing very different framing and
classification, but still clearly belongs in a ‘market relevance’ discourse. This is
expressed through the way in which the concept is transformed by teachers
in their teaching. We also find that entrepreneurship education has low
legitimacy among teachers, particularly when it is classified weakly. The
weak framing and classification, taken together with the low legitimacy
among teachers, are likely to lead to very different transformations of entre-
preneurship education in different educational contexts. In the long run, this
could have a negative effect on the equivalence of teaching at upper
secondary school.
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Introduction

In the latest curriculum reform of the Swedish upper-secondary school (called Gy11), entrepreneurship
was for the first time introduced as a concept as well as a knowledge area that should be included in all
educational programmes and their different subjects (Swedish government office, 2009; Swedish
National Agency of Education, 2011). The argument goes that entrepreneurship education can contribute
to encouraging more young people to start their own business and that entrepreneurial skills in general
are good for all students in order to manage themselves in their future lives (Swedish government office,
2009). Such changes of the curriculum are not unique to the Swedish context, but are part of wider trends
across Europe, where, in many locations, entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education have been
implemented in school curricula (see e.g. European Commission, 2012). Transnational organizations such
as the European Union and the OECD are encouraging such implementation, and have done so for many
years (see e.g. OECD, 1989; European Commission, 2006).

Previous research on entrepreneurship education has indicated that there are two main and
distinctly different ways that entrepreneurship education is defined, a broad and a narrow definition
(see e.g. Karlsson, 2009; Mahieu, 2006; Wallin, 2014). The narrow definition equates entrepreneurship
education with a specific course aimed at training young people to start their own business, while the
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wider definition equates entrepreneurship education with general skills that all students should
learn, and which are construed as helpful for preparation for life in general. With differing definitions
about what entrepreneurship education actually is, teachers are faced with challenges in transform-
ing curricular content into practice. Several studies have indicated that teachers have problems
defining what entrepreneurship education is (Berglund & Holmgren, 2007; Karlsson, 2009; Lefller,
2009; Wallin, 2014) which might have consequences for the quality of teaching and learning (Wallin,
2014). This is particularly true when new curriculum content is introduced. Thus, it is of great
importance to develop knowledge about how teachers transform this rather new curriculum content
into teaching practice.

Widening the scope, research across different geographical and educational contexts illustrates
that a variety of teaching methods are used in entrepreneurship teaching, ranging from coopera-
tive learning through project work and drama pedagogy to practice enterprises and enterprise
visits (see e.g. Blenker, Korsgaard, Neergaard, & Thrane, 2011; Gibb, 2011; Ruskovaara & Pihkala,
2015; Shepherd, 2004; Solomon, 2007). However, the level and type of education seem to influence
the kinds of methods that are used. As illustrated by Ruskovaara and Pihkala (2013), vocational
teachers in upper-secondary school used a wider range of methods than their counterparts in
higher education preparatory programmes or teachers in compulsory school. These authors also
concluded that vocational teachers work more with ‘projects dealing with entrepreneurship and
supporting materials for entrepreneurship’ (p. 213).

In this article, we specifically turn our attention to teachers in a vocational programme in order
to analyze how they understand and transform entrepreneurship education as formulated in the
latest curriculum for upper-secondary schools in Sweden. By doing so, we aim to contribute both
to existing knowledge about entrepreneurship education in Sweden, as shaped through the latest
curriculum and the transformation of this curriculum, and also to a wider discussion on the
transformation of entrepreneurship education within vocational programmes.

The Swedish upper-secondary school and contemporary curriculum trends

One of the main education policy trends in Sweden in the post-war period was the promotion of
equality and the preparation of all students to be active, critical workers and citizens. One key effort
in this context was to reduce differences between educational pathways that recruited pupils from
different social classes (Härnqvist, 1989; Nicaise, Esping-Andersen, Pont, & Tunstall, 2005). Thus, at
upper-secondary level, reforms were implemented to reduce the differences between vocational
and academic education (Hickox & Lyon, 1998; Nylund, 2012), mainly by broadening the educa-
tional content of vocational routes. An expression of this trend was the creation of an ‘integrated’
upper-secondary school in 1971, in which vocational programmes and programmes preparing for
higher education were integrated into the same organizational structure (upper-secondary school),
resulting in the first joint curriculum (Lgy70). Since then, vocational education in Sweden has
primarily been located in school settings, with priority being given to educational content of a less
vocation-specific nature. Removing educational ‘dead ends’ and offering all pupils more equal
opportunities after finishing upper-secondary education, for example entry to higher education,
were central in this policy development (cf. Nylund, 2012). From an international perspective (cf.
Brockmann, Clarke, & Winch, 2010), Sweden’s vocational educational and training (VET) system has
thus been characterized as being relatively undifferentiated from more academic pathways prior-
itizing more general content and a strong citizenship component.

However, in recent decades there has been a clear shift in the policy approach, in which goals such
as promoting unification and citizenship have been largely replaced by the promotion of goals such as
competition and employability (cf. Arnman, Järnek, & Lindskog, 2004; Nylund, Rosvall, & Ledman, 2017).
The latest reform of upper-secondary school in 2011 is an expression of this trend. In the 2011-reform,
stronger ties between VET programmes and working life were established through a greater focus on
apprenticeships, competition, employability and employer influence over the curriculum (Nylund,
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2012). Vocational programmes and programmes preparing for higher education are still grouped
within the same organizational structure, but the differences between these different programme
types have been heavily reinforced. One illustration of this change is that the time allocated to general
subjects in VET was reduced by about one fifth compared to the previous curriculum, while simulta-
neously the content of these general subjects was made different to that in academic programmes
(Nylund et al., 2017). The reform of 2011 meant that, at all curriculum levels, from overarching goals
down to assessment criteria, VET programmes became organized as much more closely tied to the
demands of the labour market, while a more classic academic discourse still organizes the programmes
preparing for higher education (Nylund et al., 2017). The 2011 reform thus departed from a dominant
principle of ‘market relevance’, especially in how VET is perceived. This is a policy discourse that is also
prominent in many other countries (Wheelahan, 2010), such as Germany and England (cf. Brockmann,
2012; Hodgson & Spours, 2014).

The results of several previous studies have indicated that, when market principles steer vocational
education, this often implies a focus on relatively low-skilled, work-based learning (Canning, 1998;
Nylund & Rosvall, 2016; Wheelahan, 2007). In both policy and curricula, the knowledge promoted in
such a ‘market relevance’ discourse is often permeated by notions of ‘competence’ or employability
(Bernstein, 1971, 2000; Hodge, 2016, 2018; Wheelahan, 2007; Wheelahan, 2010). What has been
identified, in short, is that knowledge with relevance to specific disciplines or professions tends to
become marginalized in favour of preparing students to constantly adapt to changing labour-market
demands. The promotion of entrepreneurship education should be understood in this context.

Entrepreneurship education in Swedish schools

Entrepreneurship education is not an entirely new phenomenon in Swedish education. Since 1980
there have been activities going on across the country organized in cooperation with the politically
neutral organization Junior Achievement Sweden.1 Teachers in upper-secondary school (and since
2010 in compulsory school) have been able to draw on this organization as a resource in order to
teach students about entrepreneurship in terms of how to start one’s own business. In total, since
1980, 360,000 students have participated in such activities (Junior Achievement Sweden, 2017).
Thus, there are upper-secondary school teachers who have experience of entrepreneurship educa-
tion before the new curriculum was implemented.

However, in accordance with the latest curriculum from 2011, all courses and all programmes in
upper-secondary school should include entrepreneurship education (Swedish national agency for
education, 2011, p.7). Thus, with such curriculum, entrepreneurship education is no longer limited
to those teachers who chose to work with Junior Achievement Sweden. Rather, all teachers should
work with entrepreneurship education. The challenges are for all teachers to develop an under-
standing and competence to transform the new curriculum on entrepreneurship education into
their own teaching practice. For those teachers who previously worked with Junior Achievement
Sweden, there is a need to re-define their understanding of entrepreneurship education in line with
the new curriculum. In order to create knowledge of such transformation of entrepreneurship
education, this article reports on findings from a study aimed at analyzing how teachers in one
vocational programme, the handicraft programme, understand and engage with this rather new
aspect of the curriculum.

Theory, method and empirical material

In order to analyze how the curriculum is formulated and then transformed by teachers, we draw
on curriculum theory as developed by Lindensjö and Lundgren (2000) and Bernstein (2000).
Lindensjö and Lundgren (2000) outlined how policy moves between the arenas of policy formula-
tion, to the arena of policy transformation, and then into the arena of policy realization. What is
formulated in policy is always interpreted and transformed by those who are going to implement
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the policy (e.g. teachers), and when implemented in practice, a range of actors (principals, teachers,
students, parents) are involved who might change the original policy idea. Thus, if we are to
investigate what entrepreneurship education means in schools, we need not only to focus on how
policy is formulated, but also how policy is received.

In order to analyze the organization and transformation of curriculum content, we draw upon
Bernstein’s (2000) concepts of ‘classification’ and ‘framing’. Classification concerns the ‘what’ of
education and is expressed in how boundaries are set up and how different categories are
constructed by being isolated from, or integrated with, other categories. A strong classification
indicates well-divided and clear boundaries between subject matter and actors. A weak classifica-
tion thus indicates blurred boundaries, in that what separates x from y becomes less clear. A key
aspect of classification in this study is that it implies certain ‘recognition rules’, that is rules ‘. . .by
means of which individuals are able to recognize the speciality of the context that they are in’
(Bernstein, 2000, p. 17). It is thus key for pupils to understand recognition rules (e.g. in relation to
different school subjects) if they are to be successful in school, but these rules are also likely to be
important for teachers when transforming the curriculum into teaching.

Framing concerns the ‘how’ of education, how relations are set up within a given classification.
Framing is about control, about principles regulating communication and learning in a broad sense,
for example in what order and tempo knowledge is to be learned, what kind of pedagogic practices
are to be used, and how learning is to be evaluated. A strong framing is expressed through clear and
explicit rules and principles for teaching and classroom practices, while a weak framing is expressed
through implicit rules and principles for teaching and thus by less clarity on how teaching is to be
carried out. The framing of any practice establishes certain ‘realization rules’, that is rules for how to
produce legitimate communication in a given context. Both recognition rules and realization rules
are thus key for any participant in any given context to enable successful navigation; for instance, for
teachers when they are to transform policy and curricula into teaching in classrooms.

The data analyzed in this study consists of policy documents (the latest curriculum from 2011, as
well as policy documents published by the Swedish government and the Swedish national agency
for education, which are the basis on which the curriculum was decided upon) and interviews with
teachers. The handicraft programme was chosen due to, on the one hand, the fact that many of its
students will start their own business in the future, as hairdressers, florists, textile workers or
carpenters. On the other hand, the handicraft programme is one of the few programmes that
has a specific course syllabus in entrepreneurship education. Hence, the handicraft programme
should both teach entrepreneurship education as a specific course as well as be part of all courses
throughout the entire programme. Teachers working on the handicraft programme could thus be
expected to have more developed notions of entrepreneurship education as compared to teachers
in most other programmes.

However, our selection of empirical site does raise some issues of limitations. For example,
upper-secondary school in Sweden is class- and gender-divided. Students whose parents do not
have an academic education are dominant in vocational programmes while students whose
parents have an academic education are dominant in academic programmes (Nylund et al.,
2017) and the vocational programmes are more gender-segregated than the academic pro-
grammes (Ledman, Rosvall, & Nylund, 2017). The handicraft programme is a vocational pro-
gramme dominated by girls and is connected to a certain business branch (hairdressers, florists,
etc.). Thus, our results would probably have differed in significant ways if the study was
conducted on a male-dominated vocational programme (e.g. The vehicle and transport or
building and construction programme), and even more so if conducted on a higher education
preparatory programme.

A second issue of selection concerns the selection of teachers interviewed. As new curriculum
content is probably transformed differently across schools as well as by teachers, respondents from
eight different vocational upper-secondary schools in Sweden were selected for the study. In total,
13 teachers from these schools were interviewed. The aim was to create an empirical basis for a
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variety of ways entrepreneurship education is transformed, to emerge, (rather than comparing the
schools), while at the same time keeping our focus on VET. This is important since the same
curriculum goals are often interpreted and transformed differently in different educational con-
texts. An example of this is differences between vocational programmes and higher education
preparatory programmes, in which teachers often have lower expectations of vocational students,
and in their teaching downplay theoretical knowledge and content important for succeeding in
higher education (Hjelmér & Rosvall, 2016; Korp, 2012).

Interviews lasted from 15 to 45 min, averaging approximately 30 min, and the focus was on asking
teachers questions on how they interpret the new curriculum on entrepreneurship education, and how
they conduct their teaching in line with the curriculum. All interviews were transcribed verbatim. The
transcribed material was qualitatively categorized and analyzed with a focus on identifying the
different ways teachers defined entrepreneurship education, as well as the way they said they
conducted their teaching in line with the curriculum. Drawing on Lindensjö and Lundgren (2000) the
analysis was divided into two sections, where we on the one hand focused on how the curriculum is
formulated, and on the other hand, on how teachers transform such curriculum. Bernstein’s (2000)
notions of classification and framing were drawn upon in order to provide a potential explanation for
why teachers transform the curriculum the way they do.

How entrepreneurship is formulated

Turning to Swedish policy texts connected to the new curriculum for upper-secondary school, we
can see how there is both a narrow and a wide definition of entrepreneurship education. The focus
is on both knowledge needed to start a company, and on skills in more general terms. As outlined
in the government report ‘a strategy for entrepreneurship in education’:

Entrepreneurship education can include specific knowledge needed in order to start and operate a company,
for example economics and business planning. Entrepreneurship education can also include more general
competencies that are also useful outside of the business world, for example project management, and risk
handling. To educate entrepreneurs also involves inspiring to creativity and a will to take responsibility in order
to reach a goal. (Swedish government office, 2009, p. 4).

The weak classification of entrepreneurship is illustrated by the way in which it moves in and
between very different educational content and contexts. The vagueness of the concept, combined
with the vague instruction that it is to permeate all content, also implies a very weak framing. Later
on, in the same document, the idea of knowledge to start one’s own business is repeated,
reinforcing the view that entrepreneurship education is closely connected to an idea that students
should become business persons. Such an idea is not new in itself as it has previously been
expressed within Junior Achievement Sweden. However, what is new is that this does not only
concern those students engaged in the activities of Junior Achievement Sweden, but rather all
students in upper-secondary school. Furthermore, what is also new is the idea that entrepreneurial
competences and skills are construed as something valuable in life in general, that is the broader
definition of entrepreneurship education. The latter definition is further elaborated on in the
following quotation from the curriculum:

The school should contribute to the development of knowledge and approaches that promote entrepreneur-
ship, enterprise, and innovation among students. Thus, students’ possibilities to start and manage a company
increase. Entrepreneurial skills are valuable for working life, social life and further studies. (Swedish national
agency for education, 2011, p. 7).

Here, further reinforcement of students gaining knowledge and competencies to start their own
business is emphasized. However, entrepreneurial skills are also construed as valuable in working
life, social life as well as for further studies. More precisely, such skills valuable in life more generally
are further elaborated in the curriculum in the following way:
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No matter if you are employed or managing your own company, there is a need for initiative, ideas,
independence, personal responsibility, skills in cooperation, and driving force. Thus, education should provide
knowledge about entrepreneurship and enterprise, from basic economics and marketing, to the creation of
and keeping a clientele. (Swedish national agency for education, 2011, p. 27).

In sum, the Swedish curriculum for upper-secondary school includes entrepreneurship education as
something that should permeate all courses and all programmes, targeting all students. However,
the concept involves a dual definition which seems to be based on quite different classifications.
On the one hand, entrepreneurship education is defined as a number of weakly classified skills, or
competencies, that students should develop, such as initiative, ideas, independence, responsibility,
cooperative skills, and driving force. Such skills are not only connected to creating a company, but
also to the role of being an employee and to managing life more generally. Here, entrepreneurship
gets a very weak classification and framing. On the other hand, entrepreneurship is also defined as
knowledges and skills connected to starting a company. Here, classification and framing appear to
be much stronger, with explicit links to knowledge areas such as economics and business planning,
compared to the generic skills promoted in the broader definition.

By including a narrow as well as a broad definition of entrepreneurship education, where
students should learn to start their own business as well as develop abilities valuable for life
more generally, teachers are left with much space in their interpretation and transformation of
entrepreneurship education curriculum into teaching practice. Thus, when we move into the
analysis of teacher interviews, we could expect to find a range of different ways entrepreneurship
education is transformed by teachers.

Transforming entrepreneurship education in school

In the following section, we will present the ways teachers interpret and transform curriculum
concerning entrepreneurship education. The analysis focuses on how teachers interpret entrepre-
neurship education in terms of content, and how they say they conduct teaching in relation to
such content.

What knowledge content should be taught?

In the interviews, on a general level, entrepreneurship education emerges as something unclear.
Despite several teachers having the ambition to try to understand the intentions of the curriculum,
and adapt themselves to this, many of them argue that there has been too little competence
development in this specific area. Such lack of competence development is construed as a
problem, and as contributing to a lack of understanding among teachers of what entrepreneurship
education actually is. This experience of teachers can be seen as an expression of them finding it
difficult to clearly understand the recognition rules. Contributing to this is probably the fact that
entrepreneurship contains a dual definition, but also that (in its broader definition) it is based on a
very weak classification. As one teacher stated:

We went to a lecture with Björklund [the minister of education at the time of the interviews], and then we
had a study day in Grönköping where there were a couple of ladies from the Swedish national agency for
education lecturing. This was just before the summer holiday, during springtime, and then we were going
to launch this. We had numerous questions we deemed important and these two [the ladies] were
supposed to focus on the handicraft programs, but there were several questions that they couldn’t answer.
(Teacher 12)

Several of the teachers interviewed were frustrated that they were not provided clear answers to
the question of what entrepreneurship education is—not from the minister of education, repre-
sentatives from the Swedish agency of education, or from the curriculum. Again, such frustration
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might be derived from a situation where the classification of the knowledge area in the curriculum
is rather weak (Bernstein, 2000).

In teacher interviews, just as in the curriculum, both a narrow and a wide definition of
entrepreneurship education emerges. Several teachers used a narrow definition, where entrepre-
neurship education equals knowledge needed in order to start a business. Some of the teachers,
who have a narrow definition, have previously worked with Junior Achievement Sweden, and thus
they equal their previous experience and definition of entrepreneurship education with the new
curriculum. As one teacher said: ‘I believe that you can’t handle this in any other way than Junior
Achievement Sweden’ (Teacher 1), and another states that ”You connect this to Junior
Achievement Sweden” (Teacher 3). This narrower definition of entrepreneurship seems to produce
both recognition rules and realization rules that are much easier for teachers to understand and act
upon.

At the same time, however, teachers express ideas connected to a wider definition of entrepre-
neurship education. A wider definition is used by some teachers as a sort of meta knowledge and
competency.

You have to develop tools when in school, tools that make it possible to think in a process-oriented way in
order to solve problems. That’s what I should deliver to them [the students]. Of course, knowledge of
craftsmanship, but also ways for approaching things, that’s what it is about. (Teacher 7).

This teacher directed attention to very general skills, such as problem-solving abilities and
process thinking. Such ways of describing entrepreneurship education connect with an idea
about students becoming entrepreneurial persons, which by definition does not have to do
with starting one’s own business. This is also illustrated by another teacher: ‘To be very
entrepreneurial, to claim space, and manoeuvre, basically’ (Teacher 5). Even though such skills
are not necessarily connected to the idea of starting one’s own business, or not even clearly
connected to the skills traditionally promoted in any specific profession, they are often
classified as very closely connected to business, in one way or another. Another teacher argued
that: ‘To develop a way of thinking in relation to the business they will be involved in, that
they have to make money, that they are fine with this. This concerns certain skills’ (Teacher 6).
Here, the general skills are connected to an idea that students, in their future occupation, will
either start their own business, or be involved on one. Thus, they need to develop an attitude
that you have to make money.

In other words, through teacher interviews, entrepreneurship education is construed in a narrow
as well as a wider sense. On the one hand, students should learn to start their own business; on the
other hand, students should develop skills useful for life, particularly working life, more generally.
Additionally, the recognition rules produced by the weak classification of entrepreneurship are
difficult for some teachers to understand. However, while there is a dual definition of entrepreneur-
ship, which varies in terms of classification and framing, both understandings of the concept seem
to promote skills that are primarily valuable in commercial (rather than e.g. citizenship or higher
education) contexts. This interpretation is strengthened when we turn to the analysis below, of
how teachers implement entrepreneurship education.

How do teachers implement entrepreneurship education?

There are also differences among teachers in how they describe how they conduct their teaching in
relation to entrepreneurship education. One group of teachers provide examples of how they use
realistic exercises in their teaching or different forms of creativity exercises aimed at developing
entrepreneurial skills while another group of teachers say they do not engage in entrepreneurship
education at all.
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Realistic exercises

Those teachers who say they work with entrepreneurship education in their teaching provide
examples of realistic exercises. These could, for example, be tasks commissioned from external
actors, such as providing decoration for the stage on which the governor of the regional county
was going to stand when delivering a speech. Thus students ‘produce’ something for real life
events.

We work a lot with real life. We get many different commissions. The governor came to Milstad a few weeks
ago. We were asked to decorate the stage where the governor was going to deliver a speech. So, it was a large
commission, from real life. (Teacher 6)

Another teacher provides another example of a real-life event.

So, now we had a large commission concerning cancer awareness in a department store. So, we got to
decorate the entire department store. (Teacher 7)

The teachers describe how they create a range of activities for the students, in relation to the
external commissions. Such activities are aimed at training students in marketing and sales, as well
as production. Such activities could be, for example, to ask students to ‘Go out in the city and sell
signatures on a pink ribbon’ (Teacher 2) which would then be used in the decoration of the
department store. However, reality does not need to emerge from external commissions, but real
life events are also simulated within the school. Such simulation could, for example, be to sell
products made by students, in a store run by the school.

And then, this store that we run, [makes students aware] that what I produce, is possible to sell. There is
nothing that beats this. What I do is sufficient. Someone is paying for what I produce. (Teacher 9)

In the store, students can train to work with selling products for ‘real’, as there are real customers
coming there to buy the products. Another way to involve students in ‘real’ activities is when they
participate in marketing their own school to prospective students. Here, students might ‘stand in a
school exhibition representing the school and our programme’ (Teacher 11). The exercises do
indeed have to do with students practicing abilities, which are central to the occupation they are
trained for. In other words, these kinds of exercises, in part, represent a wider definition of
entrepreneurship education.

At the same time however, we can see how realistic exercises in school, are also simulated in
relation to a narrower definition of entrepreneurship education. Here, the aim is to learn how
to start one’s own business. In such teaching, the starting point is, on the one hand, the
national built organization Junior Achievement Sweden. Through a range of structured or
strongly framed activities, students learn how they can start their own business. On the
other hand, students are faced with specific limited tasks aimed at learning how to start
their own business.

We have these small exercises, for the duration two days that we do with second-year students. . . For two days
students can practice how to start their own business. (Teacher 6)

In other words, teachers here simulate ‘reality’, either through Junior Achievement Sweden, or
through specific limited tasks in teaching, as compared to the examples where students are
commissioned by external actors, or when they sell something in the school store.

What is common for those teachers who say they conduct entrepreneurship education, is that the
exercises and activities, in different ways, relate to ‘real life’. One possible interpretation is that the
teachers make the recognition and realization rules understandable through such a contextualization
of entrepreneurship. However, this ‘real life’ contextualization seems to be almost synonymous with
being able to perform in working life; that is, once again it seems as though both the wider and
narrower understandings of entrepreneurship are isolated from non-commercial contexts such as
citizenship or higher education. Students’ practice abilities are construed as central for their future
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occupational life in the occupation they are educated for. The focus is to a large extent connected to
abilities related to business life, such as marketing and sales. What differs is how the exercises are
framed within narrow or broad definitions of entrepreneurship education.

Creativity

A broader and more weakly classified and framed definition of entrepreneurship emerges in the
way teachers describe how they train students in more general abilities such as creativity and
problem-solving. One teacher describes one such activity:

We take an A4 paper. What can you do in order to create added value? Students are very creative. They might
create paper fleas, paper planes. Yes, a range of different variants. And then you could sell them for two
crowns instead of an A4 that cost 10 öre. (Teacher 6)

Through the exercises, teachers plan for students to develop not only their creativity but also to
think in a business-like manner, for example in terms of the relation between purchase and sale, as
well as to consider questions regarding added value. Also, ‘reality’ here becomes important, as ‘real’
problems are used when students develop their problem-solving skills. A similar notion of devel-
oping students’ problem-solving skills is expressed by a teacher when describing a situation when
students have to change a wheel on a car.

It is often about being very clear and determined, as well as being exposed to situations, just as I do [in my
teaching]. If I have to change a wheel, and can’t get it loose, what do I do? This is what it is all about. (Teacher 7)

Here, entrepreneurship education gains a broad definition, within which it is intended that
more general competencies and skills will be developed, such as problem-solving and crea-
tivity. The weak classification and generic form of the educational content that teachers talk
about is illustrated by the absence of theories or models, but also by the weak connection to
profession-specific skills. When teachers talk about entrepreneurship in this context, knowl-
edge relevant to specific disciplines or the profession at hand seems to be clearly secondary
to preparing students for ‘flexibility’, that is to be able to constantly adapt to changing
situations.

Teacher perceptions of a lack of curriculum legitimacy

Among the teachers interviewed, several illustrate how there is a lack of legitimacy of entrepre-
neurship education curriculum. This lack can be related to three different ways of criticism. First,
there is not enough time for engaging in entrepreneurship education in combination with a lack of
knowledge among teachers on what entrepreneurship education actually is; Second, entrepreneur-
ship education steals time from more important knowledge content; Third, entrepreneurship is not
something one can learn, but rather something one is born with.

Turning to the first criticism, lack of time and knowledge, one teacher states that:

You are used to doing things in a specific way, and then, in a short time, you can’t just jump to doing
something else which you are not knowledgeable about. (Teacher 1)

Or as another teacher puts it, the implementation has been too fast:

They should have waited another year. It was almost panicky when everything started. (Teacher 12)

Entrepreneurship education is here construed as something not thought through, and just thrown
into the curriculum. The teachers here express a lack of legitimacy, that is the phenomenon has not
been rooted in the organization.

The following teacher illustrates the second criticism, where entrepreneurship education is
construed as stealing time from more important knowledge content:
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At the same time, we feel that if we are going to use Junior Achievement Sweden a lot of time in marketing is
needed. You have to develop products and such, and thus you miss a lot in terms of production. (Teacher 12)

Here, the teacher argues that by focusing on Junior Achievement Sweden, central aspects of
craftsmanship are neglected. But entrepreneurship education is also seen as outside the ‘real’
curriculum, as expressed by one teacher:

We do enough projects already, and in between we try to conduct our regular teaching. (Teacher 6)

Here, the teacher construes entrepreneurship education as project-based, as one among many
projects, and as something that steals time from the ordinary education. This teacher thinks that
there are too many projects, which makes it hard to fit the regular teaching into the schedule.

The third and last criticism concerns the idea that not all students can learn to become
entrepreneurial. Rather some students are born entrepreneurial, others are not. As one teacher
expressed it:

I don’t know if everyone can become entrepreneurial? It can be tricky. (Teacher 9)

By arguing that the ‘realization rules’ of entrepreneurship is something one is born with, the
teacher questions the need for entrepreneurship education, thus further reinforcing an interpreta-
tion that there seems to be a lack of legitimacy for the entrepreneurship curriculum.

The three criticisms, together, raise the question of whether there is a lack of legitimacy for
entrepreneurship education. In different ways, teachers question the curriculum; not only in terms
of how to interpret and implement it, but also in terms of whether it is important, or necessary at
all. Such criticism could be seen in light of Lindensjö and Lundgren (2000), who argue that in order
for a curriculum to be implemented successfully, time needs to be offered for teachers to actually
conduct the implementation. Otherwise, there is risk of teachers construing the curriculum as
superficial and forced upon them. The answers of the teachers could also be understood in the
light of the weak classification and framing (Bernstein, 2000) of the curriculum on entrepreneurship
education. With vague recognition and realization rules, great demands are placed upon teachers
to interpret and implement it; one consequence of this might be resistance and a feeling of lack of
importance among teachers. Furthermore, the lack of legitimacy of entrepreneurship among the
teachers seems not only to be an expression of their difficulty in understanding the recognition
rules. Rather, some of the teachers, identifying entrepreneurship both in the narrow sense and a
more generic project-based type of content, raised concerns about how relevant this knowledge is
when competing for curricular space with more traditional, profession-based knowledge taught in
the handicraft programme.

Conclusions and discussion

Our study shows that the transformation of the curriculum concerning entrepreneurship education
is complex, with several important implications. These implications are also likely to be relevant
outside of a Swedish context since the promotion of entrepreneurship education is part of an
international policy trend (European Commission, 2012; OECD/CERI, 1989; European Commission,
2006) based on the principle of ‘market relevance’ promoting knowledge content of a generic kind.
Furthermore, being a relatively new curriculum area, entrepreneurship education has a weak
socially and historically accepted knowledge base (Ledman et al., 2017), that is it lacks historicity
compared to many other subject areas. This is likely to have implications for the conceptual or
contextual coherence of the curriculum (Muller, 2009).

Our analysis has illustrated that the legitimacy of the curriculum on entrepreneurship
education is weak, and that teachers have levelled several criticisms towards this curriculum
and the process of its implementation. The question of legitimacy seems to be connected to the
classification and framing of entrepreneurship. The legitimacy of entrepreneurship is particularly
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weak among teachers when it is weakly classified and framed, i.e. when they find the recogni-
tion and realization rules vague. Entrepreneurship, particularly in its wider definition, can be
seen as part of the shift towards ‘generic skills’ in VET that was described at the outset of this
article, by promoting an educational content which is more about abilities than knowledge.
Entrepreneurship thus represents a form of competence-modality of knowledge; a knowledge
that is relatively isolated from both professional and disciplinary fields. This conclusion raises an
interesting question about the legitimacy among VET teachers in general of the broader
contemporary international policy trend of ‘market relevance’ identified in previous research
(cf. Hodge, 2016, 2018; Wheelahan, 2007; Wheelahan, 2010) when much knowledge in VET is
being classified and framed as generic skills.

Previous research has shown how the same curriculum goals can be transformed very differently
in different educational contexts. Students on vocational programmes often receive less prepara-
tion for, and training in abilities important for succeeding in, higher education than students on
higher education preparatory programmes (Hjelmér & Rosvall, 2016; Korp, 2012). A weakly classi-
fied and framed educational content, such as entrepreneurship, runs the risk of following such a
pattern. In our study, this is illustrated by the fact that the curriculum states that ‘Entrepreneurial
skills are valuable for working life, social life and further studies.’ (Swedish national agency for
education, 2011, p. 7). However, out of these three dimensions, i.e. working life, social life, and
further studies, our analysis illustrates how the connection in the Handicraft programme is mainly
done to ‘working life’, seldom to ‘social life’, and very rarely to ‘further education’. Furthermore,
entrepreneurship education in the handicraft programme seems to be drawing on a specific
interpretation of ‘working life’ and ‘social life’ that primarily connects these to skills relevant in
relatively narrow business contexts, rather than to citizenship contexts or skills such as critical
thinking. This, interestingly, seems to be the case irrespective of whether entrepreneurship is given
a weak or a strong classification and framing. The ‘dual’ definition of entrepreneurship thus seems
to converge in terms of its focus upon ‘market relevance’.

At the same time, one might pose the question of whether entrepreneurship education actually
introduces anything new into the curriculum in terms of content, or whether it only introduces new
words? Many of those abilities that should be developed in relation to entrepreneurship education
such as problem-solving, creativity, responsibility, and initiative have also been central in previous
curricula, in Sweden and elsewhere. However, what does seem to differ is how these abilities are
weaved into differed forms of activities, such as starting one’s own business. As Dahlstedt and Fejes
(2017) have illustrated in a recent analysis of the curriculum for compulsory school in Sweden
between 1969 and 2011, abilities such as problem-solving and responsibility have always been part
of the curriculum, as things each student should learn. However, what is different is how these
abilities have been connected to different discourses at different times. The general change from
the 1960s up until 2011 concerns a shift from seeing problem-solving and responsibility as some-
thing one should learn for the good of society, and in order to show solidarity with the weak, to a
discourse in which the focus is on learning to take responsibility for one’s own life choices. In our
study, the learning of entrepreneurship is permeated by the goal of creating a flexible worker
whose main drive is to be adaptable and productive in commercial contexts. Thus, at its core, the
meaning of entrepreneurship is derived primarily from a logic of ‘market relevance’, with very weak
connections to knowledge of relevance to political subjects in a democratic society. Another way of
putting it is that entrepreneurship education at a curriculum level is classified and framed weakly,
but at an ideological level the case is rather the opposite.

Note

1. Junior Achievement Sweden is part of the global organization Junior Achievement and they are operating
across the entire country. The organization receives private as well as public funding.
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