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Abstract: Youth of all ages are indicating an interest in starting a business. 
However, few classes on business start-up and management are available. 
Young people who are actively engaged in learning business management 
concepts also develop life skills such as decision making, communicating, 
and learning to learn. Studies have shown that youth who are in 
participatory, entrepreneurship classes develop a positive attitude toward 
starting a business. This article addresses how the experiential learning 
model provides an opportunity for youth to develop entrepreneurial skills. 
The entrepreneurial learning model is a learning process of doing, reflecting, 
and then applying.  
 

 
 
 

During the past two decades we’ve completely ‘re-invented’ the 
American economy. While this dramatic change has allowed us to 
remain the world’s economic leader, young people are simply not 
being prepared to participate in this rapidly changing economic 
landscape. Youth entrepreneurship programs are an essential part 
of preparing boys and girls, young men and women, to take 
charge of their own economic destiny.  

George Gendron—Founder Inc. Magazine 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Introduction 
 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that the number of self-employed people in the United 
States will reach 10.2 million by 2006. Forecasting International believes this estimate is low 
and projects that self-employment will reach 12 million in 2006 (Cetron & Davies, 2005). The 
growth in self employment provides an opportunity for Extension Agents and volunteers to 
reach out to new youth audiences and provide them opportunities to have “hands-on” 
experience recognizing business opportunities and in starting and operating a business based 
on the opportunity.  
 
Preparing youth for their future in an entrepreneurship focused world is beginning to receive 
attention in educational programs. Peterman and Kennedy (2003) found that high school 
students who had prior entrepreneurship experiences were more likely to participate in youth 
entrepreneurship programs; students who had negative entrepreneurship experiences were 
more likely to change their perceptions of entrepreneurship when they engaged in a 
participatory entrepreneurship class.  
 
Entrepreneurship interest appears in young children as they set up lemonade stands, walk dogs 
for neighbors, or deliver newspapers. Although youth are rarely exposed to entrepreneurship as 
a career choice, a survey of youth 14 to 19 years of age indicates that seven out of 10 youth 
would like to start their own business (Walstad & Kourilsky, 1999). Results of a study of 3,076 
students indicate that 41.4% of youth 8-12 years of age, 44.4% of youth 13-16 years of age, 
and 46.7% of youth 17 years of age and older have thought about starting their own business 
(Consortium for Entrepreneurship Education, 2003). The percentage of youth who want to start 
their own business continues to increase as they age. Muske and Stanforth (2000) found that 
84% of 383 college students, who were non-business majors, want to start their own business. 

 
Reasons for Starting a Business 
 
Youth are interested in starting a business so they can be their own boss as well as have 
control of their lives. However, these same youth reported that they lacked business knowledge 
and the skills necessary to start and operate a business (Walstad & Kourilsky, 1999).  The youth 
also indicated that they lacked ideas for business opportunities as well as information regarding 
obtaining financial capital. Youth who do not learn how to identify business opportunities and 
who lack business management skills, may forgo the opportunity to start a business or may 
start a business venture and fail.  
 
Youth need to be aware of the opportunities and challenges that potential business owners 
encounter. Small business ownership continues to be a risky endeavor. Two significant factors 
that keep businesses from failing are entrepreneur education and business ownership by the 
entrepreneur’s parents (Muske & Stanforth, 2000).  A “hands-on” approach to teaching youth 
entrepreneurship helps young people experience the concepts of business management. 
 
This interest in youth entrepreneurship provides an opportunity for professionals working with 
youth. Extension business development/management programs and curriculum are available for 
young people of all ages. Even if youth decide to become an employee rather than a business 
owner, business management training will help them understand the concepts of business 
economics. After working with at-risk-students in a traditional school setting, Mariotti (2000) 
reported that the students responded to and understood math concepts more clearly when 
these concepts were applied to operating a business. The youth were able to apply the 



 

concepts to a real world situation. Mariotti reported that the students also improved reading, 
writing, and social skills while they learned about entrepreneurship. In addition, the students 
learned that they could take charge of their future.  
 
Youth who participated in an Extension entrepreneurship program increased their knowledge 
about business management.  Their average pre-course raw test score was 35.7 of a possible 
100 and their average post-course test raw score was 70.6 (Maples and Muske, 2001). When 
adults were asked where they obtained information about operating their home-based business, 
23.9 percent of 658 respondents indicated that they used the Cooperative Extension Service. 
This was the source used most frequently after friends (36.6%) and other home-based business 
owners (36.8%) (Biers, 1993). 

 
Experiential Learning 

 
The Association for Experiential Education (AEE) defines experiential education “. . . as a 
process through which a learner constructs knowledge, skill, and value from direct experiences” 
(Luckmann, 1996). Since its beginnings in the 1900s, 4-H has used the term “learning by 
doing”. This term has evolved into an experiential learning model. Experiential learning is 
designed to be student-centered rather than teacher-centered.   Student-centered learning 
indicates that the learner is engaged in the process through doing the activity, posing 
questions, experimenting, solving problems, being creative, and constructing meaning from the 

experience (Estes, 2004). 
 

Application of Experiential Learning to Entrepreneurship Education 
 
A team of Cooperative Extension personnel received funding to conduct an experience-based 
youth entrepreneurship pilot program in two rural counties in the Intermountain West.  The 
program targeted youth eight to twelve years of age. The program was implemented in a two 
week summer day camp lasting three hours each day. To recruit participants, promotional 
information was distributed to the youth and their parents prior to the end of the school year. 
Additional promotional strategies included newspaper releases, flyers in local businesses, and 
local television ads.  
 
The purpose of the program was to provide youth with situations where they could recognize 
business opportunities and generate ideas to create their own business. The process of starting 
their own business provided youth with the experience of owning and operating a business in a 
community/society type setting. 
 
Camp participants created a simulated society and established a currency system. The youth 
determined how the currency was to be circulated so that every participant had the opportunity 
to earn some of the currency. The youth could use the currency to purchase resources from a 
community store to create a product or to start a service business. If the youth wanted to bring 
resources from home to make their business product, arrangements were made with parents to 
accept the society’s currency as payment.  
 
Participants met as a group at the end of each day to discuss the day’s activities, to reflect on 
their experiences, and determine how to apply concepts they learned. Thus, when similar 
businesses opened, participants could discuss the concept of competition. Participants also 
compiled a resource notebook containing materials from the camp experience.  On the last day 



 

of the camp, parents and other interested adults were invited to attend and participate in the 
society’s business activities. 

 
Program Outcomes 

 
Along with business concepts, the entrepreneurship camp experience included using skills in 
math, language, and social interaction. It also provided an opportunity for youth to express 
their creative abilities.  
 
The program evaluation results from 115 respondents indicated that they would like to open 
their own business during high school (81.0%) and 83 percent indicated that they would like to 
start a business as an adult. Results of a camp post-evaluation showed that over three-fourths 
(88.0%) of the respondents understood the basic business management skills that were 
covered during the program.  In addition to business management skills, the respondents 
indicated that they learned life skills such as decision making and conflict resolution. Ninety-
three percent of the young people involved reported that participation increased their public 
presentation abilities and 94 percent indicated that they would share the information they 
gained with other youth (Serfustini & Jensen, 2005). 
 
The results of the pilot program led to implementation in other counties. Additional Extension 
Agents as well as volunteer leaders received training in experiential based entrepreneurship 
programming. These Agents and Volunteers implemented the program in a variety of settings 
including: 
 

(a) day camps 
(b) after-school programs 
(c) school classrooms and  
(d) home-schooling programs.  

 
Discussion 

 
According to Kourilsky and Walstad (2000) the dominate forces for the creation of new jobs, 
products and services are entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial thinking. Current 
entrepreneurship education tends to focus on teaching business management skills and omits 
the core concept of entrepreneurship which includes opportunity recognition and the ability to 
locate resources and to create a business from the opportunity. Omission of this vital portion of 
entrepreneurship does not allow youth to experience the process of identifying opportunities for 
potential businesses.   Educational futurists predicate that all education will become 
experienced-based by 2025 (Sanborn, Santos, Montgomery, & Caruthers, 2005). To 
complement the learning experience, experiential learning involves the youth in processing 
what was learned and how this applies to other areas of his/her life. Experiential learning helps 
youth learn subject matter as well as life skills such as decision making, communicating with 
others, and learning to learn.  
 
A program where the youth establish a simulated society, develop currency for the society, 
recognize a business opportunity, and start businesses is an excellent way to provide a 
foundation for youth as they increase their knowledge about entrepreneurship and business 
management concepts. The program is designed to illustrate the concept of scarcity and how it 
can lead to a business opportunity. In addition, the youth conduct market research and 
experience business competition. This beginning program targeting eight to twelve year old 



 

youth, can be followed by involving youth in the 4-H Cooperative Curriculum Systems “Be the 
“e” project. This curriculum is designed for youth of middle and high school age and provides 
experience-based activities. The Be the “e” curriculum cumulates with the youth developing a 
written business plan for their own business. Another opportunity for youth to experience 
operating a business is to participate in the Internet entrepreneurship simulation titled “Hot 
Shot Business” at http://www.disney.go.com/hotshot/hsb.html.  This simulation is designed for 
youth to learn the consequences of business decisions.  
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