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Abstract 

In an undergraduate entrepreneurship course that encourages students to reflect on the role of innovation and creativity in enterprising organisations, we initiated a novel approach to the assessment process by introducing poster presentations. This paper will discuss the introduction of this innovative method of assessment and discuss the positive outcome of this for entrepreneurial learning. This paper will also seek to provide guidelines as to how to introduce effectively the poster method of assessment to entrepreneurship students - who traditionally do not have exposure to this assessment mechanism. Recommendations such as ‘avoiding ill defined marking criteria’; ‘the need for considerable forward planning to ensure a successful poster assessment session’ and ‘the requirement for best practice examples to be shared with tutoring staff and students’ will be presented. The conclusion of the paper is that poster assessment is an effective assessment mechanism in entrepreneurship education since it allows students to demonstrate how innovative and creative they can be at disseminating their ideas and findings to others. This paper will be of particular interest to entrepreneurship educators who seek to challenge students in new ways. 

Keywords: posters, assessment process, entrepreneurship education.
1. Introduction 

How to effectively assess entrepreneurial learning has always been a challenge for entrepreneurship educators (Gibb, 2002; Bragg, 2005), particularly if modules are more focused on providing students with ‘for’ and ‘through’ entrepreneurship educational experiences rather than purely ‘about’ entrepreneurial knowledge (Kirby, 2004). Historically, business plans, reports and presentations have been used at Napier University’s Centre for Entrepreneurship to assess students’ competencies - with exams having been abandoned because they tend to encourage rote learning and do not foster the deep learning strategies the Centre seeks to support (Laing and Brodie, 2007).  This paper discusses the introduction of a further novel strategy for assessment in the entrepreneurship classroom: poster presentations. It relates how poster presentations were introduced to a 2nd year undergraduate class, Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise, and discuss student feedback to this mechanism of assessment (taken from qualitative questionnaires). The final section of this paper will offer guidelines for other entrepreneurship academics who wish to effectively introduce poster presentations to their assessment process. To begin though this paper shall outline the justification for adopting poster presentations as an entrepreneurial learning assessment mechanism. 
2. The Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise module and the need for a new innovative assessment mechanism

Every year around 120 students study the module Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise at Napier University. Many of these students are overseas students and some are direct entry students who have not studied before at University (but have completed college qualifications). Students on the module are drawn from a wide range of programmes from throughout the University and do not necessarily have any knowledge of business or business theory.  The module has the following aims: 

· Consider the role of innovation and creativity in enterprising organisations 

· Understand the human and organisational barriers to innovation and creativity and enterprise development

· Examine the different approaches to problem solving used in business 

· Evaluate the tools and techniques of creative management.  

Historically, assessment of the module has been by a report and two presentations, looking at an organisation of the student’s choice and its approach to creativity and innovation.  There is an emphasis throughout the module on group work and students are allowed to complete their final assessment in pairs. The organisations investigated by students often go beyond the normal scope of traditional businesses studied in management schools to include not-for profit organisations. This module allows students to confront their possible misconceptions regarding the nature of creativity and how this can be harnessed in organisations. In class, students are expected to take part in problem solving activities and they get the opportunity to appreciate that creativity is not necessarily correlated to being artistic and that everyone can develop their own levels of creativity given the use of creativity tools such as Edward De Bono’s Six Hats tool. The latter two assessments of this course encourage students to synthesis their ideas and think holistically about what recommendations to make to their researched organisation to improve their overall levels of innovation and creativity.

Until June 2006, the Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise Module, was assessed by class presentation during the semester followed by external examiner presentation (at the end of the semester) and the submission of a written report. While the class presentation and written report seemed very effective mechanisms to assess entrepreneurial learning there was some identifiable drawbacks to the final oral presentations. Although feedback from externals was deemed helpful for students, the external examiners and the class tutors often had to repeat the same advice to students about essential information missing from their findings or a lack of real analysis from the information presented. In addition, there was no full class discussion after the external examiners presentations, to highlight any common mistakes or common issues for all the students on the module. Finally, although the students were able to see each other’s initial presentations, they were not able to hear and learn from each other’s final findings.

A decision was taken, therefore - based on the current assessment mechanism not providing enough feedback to students - to identify another more relevant assessment strategy.  This new middle assessment would allow the students to receive feedback on their work before writing their final report. Any common errors that students were making would have an opportunity to be discussed and it was hoped the students could learn from each other’s findings before their final written reports were submitted the following week (see Figure 1 below for an outline of assessment/feedback activities). 
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Figure 1: Module Timeline
While innovative assessment strategies had been adopted before in the Centre for Entrepreneurship, for example, the keeping of self-reflective logs in the running a student business module, there was still discussion among the lecturing staff as to what approach may be most appropriate. Eventually, it was decided that the mechanism should be one that allowed the students to explore their own creative and innovative tendencies and allow for peer review and final class feedback. Therefore, poster presentations seemed an effective assessment mechanism to choose.

Although posters are used in the School of Computing at Napier University, they had never been used as a method of assessment in undergraduate business modules. Therefore, there was a deep appreciation that students would need a lot of support in terms of what would be required on poster assessment day. The lecturing staff on the module made notes of the challenges of poster presentations and there were measures put in place - as detailed below – to overcome these challenges. 
3. Poster presentations and their challenges 
Posters can be viewed as visual representations of critical information produced either by individual students or of groups of students. They can combine text, images, tables and graphs and thus posters are a distinct form of communication in their own right (Brownlie, 2007). In terms of opportunities for assessment of entrepreneurial learning, Pittaway et al. (2007) have noted that posters offer an opportunity for ‘integrative’ assessment practices: allowing students to address ‘theory’, ‘critical analysis’ and the ‘experiential’ concurrently.  Despite the obvious benefits of deploying poster presentations as a form of assessment the teaching staff still had to overcome two sets of key challenges at the start: inexperience of using this assessment method and addressing the concerns of students who had never been exposed to this assessment method before.
Overcoming our inexperience of this assessment method
Though not usually deployed when assessing business modules, posters are a common assessment tool in science and IT degrees. One of the lecturers on the course had a degree in IT so had had some exposure to the process of poster production with Adobe Illustrator software. Use of such technical poster creation tools it was deemed would not be helpful to the entrepreneurship students. There was the concern that they would spend too much time trying to understand the software and not enough time communicating their ideas. More low-tech means of producing posters would, therefore, be explored with the students in class workshops. 

One of the lecturers on the course decided it would be informative to visit the final year poster show of Napier’s Computing students. This was a very beneficial experience and led to the decision that the poster presentations would be organised into a public display, with wider audience invited – staff within Napier Business School - to look over the students’ posters and discuss their key findings. 
There was a slight concern that adopting posters would lead students to choose organisations to investigate who would provide intrinsically visual material for the poster, e.g. a creativity audit of a design company or an advertising company. However, looking at science poster examples it was appreciated that the space of a poster would encourage students to present quite complex information and find ways to communicate this in a very visual and concise way (such as the use of timelines for the business development of a company).  
One issue that the module team decided was important to deal with at the outset of introducing posters was avoiding vague criteria for marking the assessment.  The team were aware that some students might think that making the poster was the critical task for the assessment and believe that a poster that looked visually appealing would elicit a high assessment grade even if substantive content was missing. Thus, it was decided to split the marking scheme in to two: one set of criteria addressing the content of the poster and the other criteria associated with the display of the information (clarity of design, layout and visual impact/engagement).  In doing this it was hoped to achieve a balance between style and content in the grading of students.
Poster presentation sessions can be logistically difficult to organise and much effort went into ensuring a smooth process. Students were instructed to come 15 minutes early to the poster sessions to put their posters up in the classroom. Students were asked to remain with their poster until they had been assessed by a tutor (each student was given a number so they were aware of the order they would present in). Students were also expected to assess another student’s poster during the 2 hour assessment session and the whole process ended with a short student feedback session where students discussed how they felt about the process and what they felt they had gained from the experience.
Addressing students’ assessment concerns.
Because posters are visual products, their assessment will involve some kind of creative criteria. From the first day the assessment information was handed out students voiced concern that they had no natural ability for art and design and were concerned that they would be unfairly penalised. However, a class workshop that included the design, creation and delivery of a poster helped to quell the students concerns. This two hour workshop session on poster design allowed the students to create a trial poster (dealing with one of their classmates and their life ambitions) using card, sticky glue, coloured pens, and flip chart paper. Following the creation of the poster, students pinned it on to the wall and presented it – each in turn - to their classmates. Students quickly began to appreciate that the value of their poster was not just in its visually appealing aspects but in the way that information could be communicated very effectively in a visual medium. Through exploring mechanisms such as timelines, diagrams, or linking segments with arrows and numbering, students got a sense of the value of posters as a communication device. This preliminary workshop provided a supportive atmosphere for the students to become confident in creating and communicating in a poster format and also offer feedback to each other on their poster presentation strategies. This trial stage resulted in increased engagement in the poster design/delivery process. In addition this step-by-step approach to poster design also reduced student’s anxiety about what was essentially an unfamiliar form of assessment at University level. 
We also ensured that we took pictures of the posters on assessment day and retained the original posters. Thus, the two class markers could discuss any debate over a students mark – particularly the visual elements. These pictures were also used in subsequent semesters to show students the best practice that had been achieved by other students and provide an opportunity for discussion around best practices in poster design.
4. Student feedback on the assessment process

It is important when exposing students to innovative assessment mechanism that we have feedback from the students and continue getting feedback to enhance our understanding of the process and their perceptions of the assessment (Brodie and Laing, 2007).  In the first poster session in January 2007 students’ feedback was very positive. Several students noted, as encapsulated by one student’s comments, that “the poster presentation was an excellent idea, far more beneficial than an exam...”.

In the latest poster presentation sessions in January 2008, students were asked for comprehensive feedback on the poster sessions in the form of a questionnaire. Again, this was overwhelmingly affirmative in nature. One student commented that the idea of poster session was “really great. It is quite innovative and interactive. We learn, how to present self, company…[and] increases confidence as well”. Another student noted “I have enjoyed using a different way of applying what I’ve learnt”, although they did concede that the process had been “time consuming”. Another student also commented that it gave them the opportunity to “… speak in front of public, friends and faculty”. Students also commented on the “relaxed”, “fun” and “enjoyable” aspect of the poster assessment session. Students were also very keen to repeat the experience as part of other modules as one noted: “ because it was a great experience and I have learned a lot from this.” While another saw a future opportunity to be assessed by a poster as an opportunity to put into practice what he learned from his peers’ posters “ next time…I will make a big poster with more ideas” while another student noted that “I was quiet nervous. I got nervous when I saw everyone’s poster because they all looked good...” therefore, another opportunity to present a poster would allow them to“… make a poster look better and I would have more confidence.”  A critical theme that surfaced in student feedback was that what they most looked forward to in the poster session was seeing other people’s posters and ideas or as one student explained “…seeing the competition”.
Despite the overwhelming positive nature of the students’ feedback some did express concerns around the nature of poster presentations. For example one student commented “…5 mins to explain is really not enough time for a poster that took 6 odd hours to create.” However, the same student did add an additional comment that although their initial class “PowerPoint presentation was easier to construct the poster was more fun”. Another student also had lingering doubts about “ …being marked on my creative ability rather than the ability  to create an effective information report.” However, the same student also appreciated that “… the opportunity to do the poster helped deepen [their] understanding of the subject”. 

5. Key guidelines and conclusion
Through the process of introducing poster assessment to students we have identified several key guidelines that have helped to support a smooth poster presentation assessment session, these are presented below:
1) Staff who are carrying out poster assessments should grade according to a set criteria and this should be communicated clearly to students. Ill-defined criteria for marking posters should be avoided.
2) Poster Presentation sessions can be difficult to organise and entail a degree of significant forward planning (e.g. finding the room space on campus). In the presentation sessions students were provided with numbers so they were aware of what order they would be seen in and we also ensured we booked a large enough room for the event in advance.
3) Wherever possible, staff and students need to be exposed to best practice examples of posters in advance. Even if these posters are from other disciplines, such as Computing or Life Sciences.
4) Students should not feel that they are being assessed on their artistic ability, this is difficult to achieve, as noted by the feedback of one of our students, but a preliminary workshop where students explore their poster making/presenting skills can support this to some extent.

5) Students need to be made aware that a poster is not the same as an essay. Some students do cover their poster with lots of text but through a preliminary workshop opportunity students can quickly appreciate that the best poster presentations have a balance of both content and style.
6) Poster presentations give an opportunity to introduce other experiences to students, e.g. public speaking to a variety of audiences and peer review. Clear instructions should be given regarding these additional experiences, particularly peer review. We provide students with a peer review form so they have set review criteria to follow.
7) Students need to appreciate that a well made poster does not equal a good poster presentation. Again, a preliminary workshop where ‘effective’ poster attributes and poster presentation skills are discussed can support students’ learning in this aspect.
In conclusion, this paper has discussed the introduction of poster presentations to an entrepreneurship module. We would argue that posters are particularly relevant to entrepreneurship module assessment because they allow students to demonstrate how innovative they are, how creative they are, how they can solve problems and how they are able to disseminate their ideas and findings to others. 

For teaching staff, the use of posters also helps reduce the potential for plagiarism while providing students with immediate feedback on their work.  At the Centre for Entrepreneurship we hope to progress with our use of poster presentations as an assessment mechanism in our modules. We have decided to introduce poster presentations to the post-graduate students both at MBA and MSc level this semester. Future research could compare students’ perceptions and attitudes to posters as an effective assessment mechanism at undergraduate level and postgraduate level. Beyond this, we hope to continue seeking out and adopting additional innovative assessment strategies to support students in their entrepreneurial learning.

References 

Bragg, M. 2005. Educating For, About, and Through Entrepreneurship: A Case Study in Whole-Brain Curriculum Development. In Proceedings of IntEnt 2005 Conference, University of Surrey, UK.

Brodie, J.& Laing, S. 2007. Embracing Innovative Approaches to Entrepreneurship Teaching to Support Effective Entrepreneurial Learning.  In Proceedings of IntEnt Conference, Gdansk, Poland. 

Brownlie, D. 2007. Towards effective poster presentations: an annotated bibliography. European Journal of Marketing, 2007; vol: 41 issue: 11/12:1245 - 1283.
Gibb, A. 2002. In Pursuit of a New 'Enterprise' and 'Entrepreneurship' Paradigm for Learning: Creative Destruction, New Values, New Ways of Doing Things and New Combinations of Knowledge.  International Journal of Management Reviews 2002, vol. 4: 213-231

Kirby, D. A. 2004. Entrepreneurship Education: Can Business Schools Meet the Challenge? Education and Training. 2004; vol. 46. issue 8/9: 510

Laing, S. & Brodie, J. 2007. Fostering Deep Learning Strategies in ‘For’ Entrepreneurship Education. In Proceedings of EFMD 37th Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Small Business (EISB) Conference, Ljubljana, Slovenia.

Pittaway, L, Thompson, J., Hannon, P. & Gibb, A 2007. Assessment in Enterprise Education: Practice and Potential Practice. In Proceedings of ISBE 2007 Conference, Glasgow, UK.
Authors’ contact information:
Jacqueline Brodie, Maggie Anderson and Susan Laing

Centre for Entrepreneurship, School of Management and Law, 
Napier University Business School, Edinburgh EH14 1DJ.
 Tel: +44 (0)131 455 4347, Fax No: +44 (0) 131 455 4368 

E-mail: j.brodie@napier.ac.uk; ma.anderson@napier.ac.uk; s.laing@napier.ac.uk
PAGE  

