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The ITMO University1 case study focuses on an educational experi-
ment to merge entrepreneurship skills with social and community val-
ues and evaluate the impact on students’ own personal development 
and their resulting behavioural changes. This type of bottom-up stu-
dent-centered case study of socially-focused entrepreneurial educa-
tion has rarely featured in the literature on entrepreneurialism in High-
er Education. Case studies of entrepreneurship education, written by 
the practitioners themselves, have been limited, with the exception 
of the eleven case studies in Coyle et al. [2013]. The emphasis in the 
past has largely been on corporate entrepreneurialism in universities 
[Burns, 2005], ‘triple helix’ models, technology transfer (‘research 
output into society’) processes and defining the place of entrepre-
neurship education in top-down ‘Third Mission’ initiatives and its re-
lationship to knowledge exchange [Hagen, 2008]. Examples of so-
cially-oriented entrepreneurial education in Russia, with insights and 
illustrations of entrepreneurship and innovation with a social outcome 
and community focus, are rare.

There is much debate in the literature over the breadth of different in-
terpretations of entrepreneurialism in Higher Education [Nelles, Vor-
ley, 2010; Hagen, 2008]. In some countries, such as the UK, the en-
trepreneurial transformation of Higher Education became an issue for 
public policy [Godin, Gingras, 2000]. For example, this led to subsi-
dies like the UK’s Higher Education Innovation Funding (HEIF) (http://
www.hefce.ac.uk/kess/heif/) designed to trigger commercialization 
processes in Higher Education, largely with the intention of more ef-
fectively transferring university inventions into the national economy.

This is not true in the Russian Federation. The most recent Russian 
federal investments in Higher Education have targeted the enhance-
ment of research outputs (e. g. the ‘National Research University’ 
(NRU) program), rather than entrepreneurship education, and unam-

	 1	 ITMO University — St. Petersburg National Research University of Informa-
tion Technologies, Mechanics and Optics — is one of the leading higher ed-
ucation institutions in Russia, providing training and research in advanced 
science, humanities, engineering and technology. Founded in 1900, it ac-
quired the status of the “National Research University” in 2011 blending the 
culture of innovation and discovery with world-class education. It is located 
in the heart of St. Petersburg. The University serves over 13,000 students. Its 
15 departments offer 104 bachelor degree programs, 39 specialist degree 
programs, 146 master degree programs, 45 additional training programs, 
as well as doctoral and postdoctoral programs. Some of its best-known re-
search work is in Photonics, Fine Mechanics, Computer Science and Infor-
mation Technology. ITMO University has been selected to become part of 
a distinguished group of Russian universities to participate in the “5 to 100” 
federal program aimed at helping them reach the top 100 ranking in the QS 
World University Ranking by 2020. It is also the only six-time champion of 
the World Championship in Programming (ACM International Collegiate Pro-
gramming Contest).

1. Introduction

2. Entrepreneurial 
Education in 

the Literature
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biguously attempted to improve the ratings of Russian universities in 
global university rankings (e. g. the ‘5–100 Competitiveness-Growth’ 
program)2.

A frequent criticism of entrepreneurialism in Higher Education is its 
overly narrow focus on top-down tendencies, and notably the five-el-
ement ‘entrepreneurial architecture’ of structures, systems, strate-
gies, leadership and culture [Burns, 2005; Nelles, Vorley, 2010], which 
downplays entrepreneurial education despite its rapid growth in Ital-
ian universities [Riviezzo, Napolitano, 2010].

Shattock [2008] extended entrepreneurialism in universities be-
yond the mere economic to social and community development. Gibb 
[2013] places great emphasis on highlighting the growing pressures 
to broaden student experiential learning during the early part of the 
21st century, particularly with the pressures to grow the small and me-
dium enterprise sector of the economy, including social or commu-
nity enterprises.

What is clear from the ITMO Case Study is that new ‘social enter-
prise’ ventures excite students with their societal or social purpose 
and have the added value of engaging with a wider range of social 
and community partners, including charities and organizations aimed 
at the public good.

This wider ‘social’ orientation, which is increasingly evident in uni-
versities and involves significant interaction with not-for-profit or-
ganizations, is re-echoed by Baker [2013], who argues that, in his 
institution — Brighton University, UK — the commercial imperative of 
exploitation for university gain is not (and is unlikely to be) one that 
drives strategy or action in the future. He goes further by stating that 
social engagement resonates strongly as a basis for the university’s 
pursuit of innovation [2013:30].

Brighton University’s knowledge exchange is primarily determined 
by local, rather than, institutional need. There are other movements 
evident inside universities suggesting that entrepreneurship educa-
tion is developing in different forms with a less utilitarian focus than 
has been the case in the past. This has been a tendency which has 
arisen more from within teaching-led public or community universi-
ties, whose mission is less determined by the research imperative, and 
where the teaching focus gives rise to wider opportunities for student 
experiential learning with extra-curricular experiences alongside en-
trepreneurial and enterprise skills development [Gibb, 2013].

Nonetheless, the ITMO case study suggests a new direction to-
wards socially-oriented entrepreneurial education marked by a great-
er emphasis upon student ownership of learning and engagement in 
assessment processes; where efforts are being made to engage the 

	 2	 See Interfax on Russian Universities: http://www.univer-rating.ru/rating_com-
mon.asp
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local community and other ‘social’ stakeholders in the processes of 
curriculum design, delivery and student competitions. The ITMO case 
study illustrates a move from Mode 1 forms of learning, where the uni-
versity is configured as a space for discovery and learning, to a Mode 
2 type of organization with high levels of engagement in learning and 
knowledge exchange with a wide range of stakeholders.

ITMO’s example of socially-oriented entrepreneurial education 
fits with Gibb’s [2013] Mode 2 description of an organization with high 
levels of engagement in learning and knowledge exchange with a wide 
range of stakeholders. It led to a strengthening of the university’s ca-
pacity for knowledge exchange and stimulated closer partnerships 
between students and external stakeholders, with more focus on so-
cial needs, learning from practice and the discovery of new ways of 
expressing, extracting and distributing knowledge.

In the Mode 2 model, knowledge development and production 
becomes more contextualized to different situations, more problem/
issue centered and more reflective of use in practice. This demands 
more trans-disciplinary approaches which, in ITMO’s case, has led 
to the creation of new interdisciplinary concepts and paradigms, no-
tably, for example, in the introduction of the Life Navigation program.3

In a rapidly changing world the mission of ITMO University as a so-
cially responsible institution focused on the development of the indi-
vidual acquires a particular urgency [Kivinen et al., 2016]. The educa-
tion of graduates capable of solving the complex problems of today’s 
society necessarily has to include a practical component. ITMO Uni-
versity has implemented a methodological approach based on the in-
clusion of projects to provide students with practical experience. Such 
an approach follows Dewey’s pedagogic model [Tomina, 2011], which 
has also been adopted, and shown to be effective, in influencing the 
educational system in a number of countries [Rogacheva, 2016].

One major criticism of Dewey’s work concerns his overly narrow 
focus on acquiring experience. A worthy practical project involves un-
dertaking actual and useful tasks in the locality. Practical projects in 
the curriculum need to include a series of everyday material tasks in 
order to be measured for assessment purposes. However, an over-
ly strong concentration on practice alone does always allow the stu-
dent the opportunity to relate the experience of the project to his or 
her coursework or to acquire a broader understanding of project man-
agement and its systematic role in problem-solving beyond the nar-
row confines of the task in hand. In the ITMO University case study 
there has been an attempt to unify these two approaches. First year 
students undertake the “Life Navigation” program in order to devel-
op an understanding of the interconnectedness of such diverse so-
cial projects and how they can more broadly impact on society as a 

	 3	 See in more detail below. 
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whole. The second year involves a competition between different so-
cial projects, called “People need you!”, in which practical problems 
are solved by students using a service learning approach. In this, the 
emphasis is on them understanding the clearly defined link between 
the skills acquired through their social and community project activ-
ities and the development of a more generalizable socially-orient-
ed entrepreneurial approach to life, including a passion for changing 
things for the better.

According to GUESSS4, entrepreneurship courses were not available 
to 60% of Russian university students not specializing in Economics, 
or related subjects like Business Studies, in 2014. Moreover, at the 
same time, Russian students were ready to commit up to 30% of their 
time to entrepreneurship courses (which is 5% higher than in compa-
rable surveys of the HE sector outside Russia).

ITMO University has adopted the Glukhikh [2014] framework for 
entrepreneurial education, in which he asserts that in the process 
of entrepreneurship education “knowledge and competences are 
learned and applied much more efficiently if they are taught in a sys-
tematic, logical sequence”. He proposes three phases for realization 
of the entrepreneurial potential:

1)	 Conception Phase. This includes how a person’s activities can be 
adapted to reinforce his/her entrepreneurial capabilities, including 
the presence of his/her inner reflection on the social aspects and 
stimulating the readiness of the individual to become enterprising 
and create the necessary conditions and resources;

2)	 Formation Phase, which consists of two sub-phases:
a)	 Preparation sub-phase. This starts after a person has taken the 

decision to start a business and includes information gathering 
and preparatory work;

b)	 Creation Phase, which starts at the registration of the individual’s 
business and continues for three years (according to Russian law) 
or until business closure;

3)	 Development Phase, which represents business activity after the 
first three years.

It is the University’s view that the knowledge component of entrepre-
neurial education, that is, teaching ‘about’ entrepreneurship, rather 
than teaching ‘for’ entrepreneurship, does not, by itself, lead to en-
trepreneurial thinking, it is the combination of both theory and prac-
tice that optimizes the process. A critical success factor, however, is 

	 4	 Global Universities Entrepreneurial Spirit Students’ Survey (Russia, 2013–
2014, pp. 1–52, published online, August 2014) http://www.guesssurvey.org/

3. Entrepreneur-
ship Education at 

ITMO University
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the support from the top: the Rector, Vladimir Vasilyev, has commit-
ted the university to developing entrepreneurial thinking in its students 
appropriate to the requirements of the modern knowledge economy 
[Vasilyev, Sukhorukova, 2014], referring in particular to: taking the in-
itiative, demonstrating creativity and accepting responsibility  — capa-
bilities which, teaching staff believe, can be systematically nurtured 
in university.

There are other essential success factors: firstly, practice-orient-
ed education is reliant on students’ high motivation and, secondly, on 
the skill of the teaching faculty in delivering an enterprise-embedded 
curriculum. Thirdly, there are environmental variables: students can 
additionally absorb entrepreneurial characteristics if submerged in 
a university like ITMO where there is a pervasive culture of entrepre-
neurship following the four-phase Glukhikh [2014] model.

The conception phase at ITMO University is based on the selec-
tion of projects which can be systematically integrated within Bach-
elor’s and Master’s degree courses and which are aimed at the de-
velopment of students’ universal core competences (including ‘soft 
skills’). Co- and extra-curricular programs may be included at the 
heart of the system, e. g.

First Year. Life Navigation course. This course was validated by the 
Faculty of Technology Management and Innovation in the autumn se-
mester, 2015. Nine groups of first year students accomplished this 
course.

Second Year. Project Management course (including voluntary 
participation for all interested students in a social or community en-
terprise project competition called “People Need You!”

Third Year. Entrepreneurship Fundamentals Course. Its aim is the 
implementation of commercialization of projects spun out of ITMO 
University’s scientific laboratories and research groups. It incorpo-
rates a student competition, ‘Commercialization of Innovations’, with-
in the framework of this course.

Fourth Year. The Bachelor’s degree Finals examination became 
a tool for the practical assessment of the commercialization activity 
from the spun-out research, or projects, undertaken on courses a year 
earlier. Following a selection process, the most viable projects were 
accepted onto a full-scale acceleration program based in ITMO Uni-
versity’s business incubators, called SUMIT and Future Technologies 
business accelerators.

The step-change in the University’s thinking, which led to this 
change in curriculum development, came out of the belief that instigat-
ing innovation in society and the economy was, in essence, a people-is-
sue, not a technology-related issue. The real challenge in developing 
innovation in the knowledge economy was changing people’s moti-
vation, transforming the culture: i. e. making people more adaptable 
and flexible, ready to ‘think change’, accept it and then implement it.

3.1. Bachelor’s  
Degree Level
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The underlying academic strategy was to ensure students on 
ITMO University’s Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees acquired a range 
of entrepreneurial competences, thus enhancing their chances for fu-
ture employability. This was set out in three principles of the Universi-
ty’s declared mission:

•	person-centeredness, which is the focus of the first year’s Life 
Navigation course,

•	social responsibility, achieved through social and community en-
terprise projects and in the framework of the second year social 
enterprise competition, “People Need You!”,

•	entrepreneurship, achieved in Years 1 and 2 through the values 
and competences taught and developed from the commerciali-
zation projects, as well as from the third and fourth years of their 
degree and, later on, from Master’s degree study.

According to Etzkowitz [2013], the “fourth helix element” — the civic 
society — is a critical stimulus to innovation, by which innovations can 
often appear in response to social requests, or “societal challenges”. 
The success of innovations coming to market depends on the interac-
tion of the three other triple helix elements — government, Higher Ed-
ucation, business  — [Etzkowitz, 2008] often in response to the fourth.

If this can be extrapolated to the formation of business strate-
gies, the one driver which is often overlooked is a company’s social, 
or more broadly, its ethical strategy. This element has come to the 
fore with examples of investors choosing whether to invest or not on 
the basis of the social, ethical, or community strategy of the target in-
vestment company. Certain investors prefer only ‘green’ investments 
or ‘ethical’ investments, including those approved by certain religions 
or faiths over others. For many students today, the ethical dimension 
of a business, whether profit-making or not-for-profit, is an essential 
discriminating component of a company’s strategy. A good example 
here is the TOMS Shoes success in the American shoe market.5

What does this increasingly-evident behavioural tendency imply 
for training or developing individuals in innovation, creativity and en-
trepreneurship? In its role as a leading technology university, ITMO 
University has adopted the mission of educating students to become 
future managers of innovation and technology entrepreneurs, but this 
aim has now been refined with reference to the social or community 
context of a future venture.

The implication of this means fostering students’ awareness of the 
social or community dimension of their future business, or employ-
ment, and of the social value of the product or service. This means 

	 5	 See details at: http://www.toms-russia.ru/about.html

4. Introducing 
Community Project 

Management into 
the Education 
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nurturing his/her entrepreneurial competence within the context of 
the social or community values — the society where he/she lives — and 
developing their perception of his/her civic awareness and social re-
sponsibility.

In the ITMO learning model, entrepreneurial education is deliber-
ately and systematically embedded into project activity and set with-
in the local social or community context. A revised learning methodol-
ogy is employed in developing the new-style entrepreneurial student, 
which is termed service learning. This method is based on combin-
ing the teaching of project management and entrepreneurship com-
petences within a community-focused environment with a social pur-
pose. Service learning is a powerful means of nurturing socially-aware 
people. It teaches students team-working, tolerance, active partic-
ipation in improving the local environment and applying these com-
petences in practice. Initially, this awareness is delivered through the 
Life Navigation course.

The Life Navigation course at ITMO University focuses on a student’s 
personal development and helps create his/her plans and dreams 
(see Annex). The University’s research shows that students who from 
the first year link their learning goals to their life goals achieve these 
goals much faster and easier than those who do not do this. A con-
structed image of a preferred ideal future helps students make effec-
tive choices and facilitates personal and professional development. 
The Life Navigation course raises the student’s self-awareness, which, 
in the experience of the University, is the starting-point for an individ-
ual to reach their own personal entrepreneurial potential.

The University started teaching ‘Life Navigation’ in parallel to en-
trepreneurship in 2015 in order to initiate a stage of self-reflection, in-
cluding personal exploration and development of students’ innate en-
trepreneurial capabilities, leading to improved self-evaluation, social 
and psychological preparation, with an analysis of external conditions 
and resources.

The model is a practice-oriented course aimed at teaching stu-
dents to set their own goals and priorities, determine necessary re-
sources, create self-development programs and match content to 
goals. The aims and content of the ITMO Life Navigation program draw 
on the work of two different schools of modern psychology  — ‘Positive 
Psychology’ and ‘the Subject-Genetic Approach’ [Ognev, Gonchar, 
2013].

Positive Psychology focuses on developing a positive attitude to-
wards problem-solving (Seligman, 2006), including the study of posi-
tive feelings, revealing positive aspects of the personality, intellect and 
physical development, and recognizing the positive features of socie-
ty’s institutions of society (such as democracy and family) to enhance 
the development of the best human qualities. The second school — 

5. Life Navigation 
and Social/Com-

munity Project  
Management
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Subject-Genetic Approach — asserts that a person needs to take re-
sponsibility for his/her personal actions, results, successes and losses.

The original Life Navigation course was conceived by Ognev & 
Gonchar [2013] at the Sholokhov Moscow State University solely 
for the Humanities but has been adapted for technology faculties at 
ITMO University. There are similar examples of curriculum innovation 
in a range of top universities. Most are designed to equip students 
with ‘life skills’ and have a range of emotive titles: ‘Wisdom curricu-
lum’ (Sternberg, Yale University), ‘Going for the goal’, Penn Resilien-
cy Program (Seligman, University of Pennsylvania), ‘Personal synthe-
sis program’ (Great Britain) and ‘Happiness’ (Tal Ben-Shahar, Harvard 
University); ‘The Art and Science of Happiness’ (Dr. Holly Sweet, MIT; 
e. g. http://ocw.mit.edu/courses/experimental-study-group/es-s60-
the-art-and-science-of-happiness-spring‑2013/).

The creation and inclusion of this course was prompted by external 
stakeholders. Feedback from local employers confirms the impor-
tance of adding this course for students. According to one employer, 
Irina Muraviova, Staff Director of the Netrika Company, students fail 
to find employment for a number of reasons:

•	The first failing noted by employers is students’ inability to formu-
late what they really want, i. e. they do not have even a rough life-
plan. In this situation, the employer is at a loss to understand what 
the individual’s life goal might be.

•	The second is a lack of awareness of their own abilities and inabili-
ties. Essentially, the implication is that the student has little knowl-
edge of what he/she lacks in his/her professional life. She/he can-
not make progress without self-knowledge. Muraviova proposes 
that students should read the CVs of successful job applicants and 
compare their own.

This justifies the addition of a special seminar on designing an effec-
tive CV as part of the Life Navigation Course.The third most frequent 
discovery is that a student’s lack of time-planning skills is a major fail-
ing. The employer feedback was then incorporated into the course, 
Life Navigation.

More than 120 first year students of the Faculties of ‘Technology Man-
agement & Innovation’ (FTMI) and ‘Natural Sciences’ completed this 
course in the Autumn Semester 2015. Students’ feedback question-
naires showed that the course helped to visualize their dreams, set 
concrete goals, determine the necessary resources for their achieve-
ment, create action plans and self-development programs, find com-
panions and ‘start to act’.

A total of 77% of the students responded that the Life Naviga-
tion course had helped them to understand themselves better, deter-

5.1. Review of the 
Impact of the Life 

Navigation Course

5.2. Results from 
the Life Navigation 

course 2015
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mine how to progress and had helped them not only in personal mat-
ters, but also in learning other subjects. An example of the impact of 
the course is based on a series of practical exercises (‘Course activi-
ties’), one of which demonstrates how students’ attitude toward their 
life plans has changed during their first academic semester.

Case Study of Course Activity. In this particular exercise students 
make a 2–3 minute video in which they present their life plans espe-
cially with reference to the dimensions of family, work, study, finances, 
hobby, etc. Each student has to set priorities, choose challenges and 
set him or herself the targets they expect to achieve in them. Russian 
psychologists relate such descriptions of life aspirations to the cate-
gory of dreams, which they define as people’s ability to model their fu-
ture and themselves in it (Dodonov, 1978). To outline a route to their 
dream is the task of the following stages of the course.

Students formulated their career goals as follows: “to find work 
that gives you pleasure”, “to work in a profession I have gained”, “af-
ter university graduation, to find my place in the world”. The topics of 
family, health and financial well-being also turn out to be important. 
Students remarked that they would like to “create their own family and 
also support their parents”, “do sports and care for my health”, “keep 
up my hobby, maintain a healthy lifestyle and keep my body in shape”.

Four months later, at the end of the course, the students were 
told again to remake the video about their life plans. In this video, the 
most significant changes were as follows: in their responses taking the 
course was perceived by the vast majority (86%) as helping students 
achieve the first stage in the realization of their life-plans. One student 
stated: “I was setting priorities and I noticed that in order to achieve 
my goals I need to complete the university well, so I had to assign top 
priority to the study”.

After a four-month period, the students not only indicated what 
they would like to achieve, but also set out how they would achieve 
it: to follow their own pursuits, to network with important people, to 
plan their time effectively. This marked a change of formulation from 

“I would like” to “I’m going to achieve this, and I have done … for this 
(purpose)”, showing an essential change of students’ attitude toward 
their own life plans; moving from stargazing to visualizing dream-goals.

Both videos were analyzed to find out other changes were occur-
ring in students during their first semester. Most students start the 
second video with the words: “Nothing has changed for me global-
ly, but…”. This reflects the tendency of young people to expect some 
radical changes from their first year at university, which is character-
istic of the “generation Z” who are now entering universities.

Following the “but”, students began describing their particular 
discoveries and changes in their life, quotations from their feedback 
include: “I started to write down my plans”, “a solution can always be 
found”, and “we need learn from our mistakes”, “the great is built out 
of a tiny start”, so “we need to learn to control our lives”, “I recognized 

http://vo.hse.ru/en/
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that nothing may be postponed until the last minute”, “I have learned 
to express my thoughts”, and now “I’m planning every day”, “we need 
to do everything on time and postpone nothing till the last moment”, 

“the main thing is to analyze myself and my own activities”.
Teaching staff noted that students’ plans became more struc-

tured and concrete. They have conceived which plans are needed to 
achieve their goals; their obstacles were analyzed within the course 
to help them to coordinate their activities in order to meet deadlines 
for the planned objectives.

This competition is designed to combine elements of pedagogical, ed-
ucational, and innovative learning activities in order to deliver a social 
enterprise project. The competition consists of four stages.

At the first stage, students apply for participation, design project 
proposals and arrange interaction with non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) which provide facilities for project implementation.

The second stage includes a series of training seminars and mas-
ter-classes in the field of project activities and social enterprise plan-
ning organized with representatives of non-profit-making organ-
izations and universities in St. Petersburg and other Russian cities 
participating in the network program “University and Society” (http://
socialprojectspb.ru). The third stage involves the practical realisation 
of the social projects in cooperation with the relevant NGO. The length 
of this stage is typically from 3 to 5 months depending on the content 
of the project. The fourth stage involves report preparation and pitch-
ing to the jury board.

The story of the competition “People need you!” illustrates how 
quickly the socially oriented activities have been developing during 
the recent year first in a particular University, then in the city of St. Pe-
tersburg and then in the country and internationally.

Only 60 students took part in the St Petersburg universities’ first 
competition in 2013 and only 18 community projects were implement-
ed. The organization of the competition resulted in a little growth in 
the number of students’ projects in St. Petersburg by 2014: 200 stu-
dents from 10 HEIs participated in the competition, implementing 48 
projects. A series of training seminars was carried out as part of the 
competition to address project management and social enterprise 
projects, after which all participants received individual advice from 
relevant experts.

In 2015, the inter-university competition “People Need You!” was 
conducted in cooperation with a prominent international university 
partner — the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), USA. This 
involved exchanging experience in the field of social enterprise, pro-
ject planning and entrepreneurship. The purpose was to review inter-
national best practice in the field of social entrepreneurship and to de-
velop universal entrepreneurial competencies (“soft skills”) in students 
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Project Planning
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from different countries. In June 2015, a decision was taken to con-
duct the first International Festival of Social Entrepreneurship (IFSE) 
in St. Petersburg. The festival was conducted in association with two 
partner universities — UCLA and Zhejiang National University, China, 
in the form of a short-term acceleration program for students of the 
partner universities. During the project, the contestants implemented 
their projects in China, USA and Russia using a common general ap-
proach and methodology. Later on, in June 2015, they participated in a 
face-to-face acceleration program in St. Petersburg where, on the ba-
sis of their projects, they developed business-plans, financial forecasts 
and presentations on the further commercialization of their projects.

In 2016 the Competition “People need you!” grew into a nation-
wide project involving 81 HEIs from 48 cities and 37 regions of Russia; 
256 socially-oriented (or simply ‘social) projects were implemented 
by participating students and the general network of University-based 
socially oriented project management was created. By the end of 
2016, the second international Festival of Social Entrepreneurship 
had been held in ITMO university and teams from India and Switzer-
land were added to the Russian-American-Chinese triangle.

The question then arises about how the greater participation of 
students in socially-oriented projects should be interpreted. At pres-
ent there is little evidence to suggest a rising level of interest from 
students in socially-oriented projects as a matter of principle. On the 
other hand, there is a prima facie case of Russian students’ growing 
interest in social projects as instruments for developing their own life 
skills and competencies and for designing future career pathways. In 
other words, the rising interest in undertaking social projects can be 
reduced to two factors:

1.	The awareness that they can bring real change by their own ac-
tions;

2.	The wish to have their achievements recognized by external refer-
ence (e. g. the University assessors as well as social stakeholders).

Social projects often provide an opportunity because they can be 
short-lived and can bring quick and tangible results. This dual motiva-
tion is more powerful: the change is tangible and the reward of exter-
nal recognition is rapid. The reward does not have to be material rec-
ognition, it can equally be non-material or symbolic; e. g. public praise 
or expressions of respect from members of the local community. Not 
only do social and community projects serve as very fruitful ground 
for developing practical competencies in students who employ their 
energy and motivation in a productive and structured manner. Social 
projects help them to realize themselves, receive emotional satisfac-
tion and develop their own significance within society.

This leads to a latent demand for social projects among students, 
which needs to be formulated, guided and placed into a clear institu-
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tional and assessable format. The experience of implementing this at 
ITMO University by the completion of the “People need you!” program 
has proven to be positive. This successful outcome was further borne 
out by data from the Vladimir Potanin Foundation, which sponsors stu-
dent’s social projects6, which identifies how students use social pro-
jects as the basis for their career development, especially through so-
cial networking, which underlines the educational value of including 
these in the curriculum.

The GUESSS national report states: “the HEI can become a center 
for the creation and application of knowledge for regional socio-eco-
nomic development and educate students not only as professionals 
in their fields, but also as entrepreneurs creating innovations in the 
workplace”.7

The development of a system of entrepreneurship education shall 
become one of the priority directions. This system shall be able to nur-
ture the entrepreneurial intentions of students and provide them with 
various educational services plus institutional and resource support. 
This requires consideration of the necessity to modernize existing ed-
ucation systems to take into account contemporary trends and to 
create infrastructure facilitating not only the introduction of entrepre-
neurship courses, but also initiation of support projects for students’ 
entrepreneurial intentions. In other words, it is a necessity to imple-
ment full-scale changes and formation of a new educational trajecto-
ry is a challenge of today.

Modern higher education in Russia has entered a period of rad-
ical transformation characterized by the fact that a graduate’s suc-
cess in the labor market depends now not only on his/her professional 
knowledge and capabilities, but also on his/her motivation, creativi-
ty, and adaptability.

These qualities have always been useful for graduates, but under 
the conditions of the information society, they become critical. The 
higher technical education shall be oriented not only towards the cre-
ation of professional competences, but also to the formation of social 
skills necessary for a young specialist entering social and economic 
life. It shall not only prepare students for professional activity with uti-
lization of modern technologies, but also promote them to a new cul-
tural level corresponding to these technologies.

On the basis of this understanding, ITMO University has formed 
a general cycle of socio-entrepreneurial education consisting of the 
following sequence of stages:

	 6	 See 2016 Yearly Report of the Vladimir Potanin Foundation http://www.fond-
potanin.ru/media/2017/05/24/1269025795 

	 7	 Global Universities Entrepreneurial Spirit Students’ Survey (Russia, 2013–
2014, pp. 1–52, published online, August 2014) http://www.guesssurvey.org/
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Stage 1. In the framework of the general block of social science and 
humanity disciplines (1–2 years), students acquire knowledge, skills 
and habits of organizational and managerial activities to develop prac-
tical competences for effective future project activity and further pro-
fessional activity (“soft skills”). In the process of learning these dis-
ciplines or during his/her extra-curricular work a student (or a team) 
may conceive an idea (a project idea).

Stage 2. Students who have a project idea participate in different stu-
dent contests, for example, the “People Need You!” contest described 
above. Through realization of their projects in the framework of con-
tests, students consolidate their acquired competences. The projects 
are registered in portfolios for subsequent obtainment of the practi-
cal experience certificate.

Stage 3. Students’ projects undergo expert review in regard to com-
mercialization prospects. The most successful projects go into the 
business incubator of ITMO University and/or a startup acceleration 
program which make projects into startups aimed at a market launch 
of the project’s products or service.

 
In this way, generation and development of social enterprise projects 
in the university becomes a continuous sustainable process, lead-
ing to:

•	education of students’ minds, their social awareness, and char-
acter;

•	societal and social benefits;
•	improvement of the project-to-innovation cycle at the university;
•	regular transformation of students’ projects into startups and 

small innovative enterprises.

The case study of ITMO University illustrates how student voluntarism 
is being more widely adopted together with a social enterprise orien-
tation. This is somewhat unusual in the context of Russia, a country 
which is known for its stronger emphasis on a more directive curric-
ulum, ministerial interventions and the fixed requirements of technol-
ogy-dominated curricula. The often latent demand from students to 
engage with, and thereby add greater value to, their society and local 
community is recognized in many international universities as a driv-
er for change. Sir Peter Downes, Vice-Chancellor of Dundee Univer-
sity, a highly-ranked UK university, argues that the answer to produc-
ing more entrepreneurial graduates will not come solely or mainly from 
formal approaches to teaching, but it will come instead from the ex-
ample of a university that is fully engaged with the economic, social 
and cultural needs of society [Downes, 2013].

8. Conclusion
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To be effective, entrepreneurship education needs to generate 
a high level of student motivation. Motivation often increases when 
there is a personal identification with the social or community aims of 
social and community projects. The Life Navigation course described 
in the Case Study helped to stimulate motivation and provided the 
tools necessary for the achievement of students’ goals.

In this regard, the Life Navigation course was an important step 
towards the development of socially-oriented entrepreneurial think-
ing  — for example, it taught students to pose questions and seek struc-
tured answers from which they could formulate their own life plans in 
the context of their local community and society.

This course is only one step in the development of comprehensive 
entrepreneurial education in ITMO University. But it is an essential 
one. The evidence suggests that the student turns into an active, moti-
vated person with the effective tools for self-analysis, able to evaluate 
their environment in the context of his/her tasks and goals. The earlier 
a student forms such an analytical matrix in his/her mind and learns to 
use it during problem-solving, the earlier he/she is ready for practical 
entrepreneurship and prepared to join the labor market.

ITMO University’s experience demonstrates the presence of a 
high latent demand for project-management skills and the compe-
tence to undertake projects and ventures within a social and/or lo-
cal community context. This in turn creates an ongoing demand from 
students for such skills thus enhancing and embedding a socio-en-
trepreneurial culture and spirit across the University, in turn produc-
ing a self-generating interest in following this pathway from incom-
ing students.

The Life Navigation course complements entrepreneurship edu-
cation. It cannot by itself achieve the same results and needs to be 
combined. The model is transferrable to other HEIs. The form of the 
social enterprise competition “People Need You!”, for example, has 
also been piloted at the federal level in HEIs and supported by the 
Ministry of Education and Science. The next stage, which is already 
in progress, is to organize a similar competition in Russian secondary 
schools and take the concepts into a younger stage of thinking.

The ITMO experience in the Russian context demonstrates the 
link between a course of study and the development of students’ own 
personal and social values when focused on the broader areas of so-
ciety’s needs. The ‘Life Navigation’ course taken together with the 

“People need you!” competition constitute a program concerned with 
developing the individual’s capacity to embrace a combination of ex-
perience/knowledge and deeper understanding of a world of uncer-
tainty and complexity within a context of social awareness.
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The course consists of ten modules:

1.	“Life aspirations concentrated in a dream”: setting life’s overall 
purpose.

2.	“A tree of life goals”: a decision-tree of mid-term and short-term 
goals.

3.	“Resources”: how to acquire resources necessary to achieve the 
ends; managing external resources (money and time) and under-
standing one’s own abilities (and weaknesses).

4.	“Interrelationship between personal qualities with competences”: 
finding opportunities in everyday university life for one’s profes-
sional growth.

5.	“Self-development program”: drawing up an action plan to attain 
one’s goals (milestone targets etc).

6.	“Overcoming obstacles”: ways of overcoming barriers and finding 
alternative routes to the goal.

7.	“Ideal Me”: self-analysis and overcoming inner failings and how to 
undergo inward transformation.

8.	“Companion map”: essential contacts to make. Developing one’s 
network.

9.	“Everyday regular activities”: employing time management meth-
ods and developing effective habits.

10.	“Self-motivation”: overcoming one’s inner personality failings.
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