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Abstract—The study discusses the main positive aspects of the
implementation of start-up projects at universities. In the context of the
migration of most of the businesses to the network, the most important skill of
an entrepreneur is the ability to build an online business from the very first
steps. The basis for this is the creation a start-up in e-learning mode. A sample
of Hong Kong and Russian universities has been designed to compare the
practices of e-learning in entrepreneurship. It has been confirmed that the
introduction of start-ups in e-learning mode in the final year of entrepreneurship
education positively affects the development of professional qualities of
students both in online and off-line business and helps to better consolidate the
material. In addition, based on the work done, a final year model of
entrepreneurship education with e-learning has been proposed,; it is based on 3
main components (the student as a generator of ideas; the mentor as necessary
support, and information online channels as the main source of information) and
is aimed at solidifying knowledge through the start-up project defense. The
importance of the role of universities in this process has been proved and the
idea of involving a business mentor in e-learning process to achieve a
synergistic effect has been considered.

Keywords—Start-up, e-learning, higher education, business project,
entrepreneurship

1 Introduction

It is known that Russia has been planning to legislatively introduce the possibility
of developing start-up projects instead of defending a thesis since 2019 [1,2]. The first
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definition of "start-up” goes back to 1939 [3]; it has been relevant since that time.
Now, this term is increasingly understood as a start-up IT-company or online busi-
ness. This understanding was established due to the fact that opening such a business
requires minimal investment or can be practically free and allows you to use a large
number of free platforms, services and opportunities [4]. This can be regarded as a
positive trend as start-ups create new jobs [5] and positively affect national GDP.
Aleksina et al. [6] define this concept as a newly formed company or group of people
with a special culture, focused on the search for the opportunities for a rapid life cy-
cle. In addition, it develops and/or implements a new technology and/or a product
under the conditions of increased uncertainty and risk in order to achieve the maxi-
mum growth through the use of a scalable business model (usually based on innova-
tive technology and/or products). The most easily scalable models with minimal costs
are produced by the online business revolution, thanks to which the number of new
companies has increased significantly [7]. But for the competent use of the opening
opportunities, a higher level of digital literacy is required than the average literate web
user has [8]. Foreign economists, such as Graham [9] or Blank [10], do not make such
clarifications. They believe that rapid growth is the main start-up feature and all other
characteristics are its consequence.

The relevance of the study is emphasized by the successful examples of start-ups
demonstrated by Apple, Amazon, and other companies, most of which either originat-
ed as an e-commerce phenomenon or are related to the IT field and are actively pro-
moting e-learning as a guarantee of the future of business [4]. These projects made
their founders famous and rich; this successfully affected the country's economy.
Firstly, they significantly increased tax revenues to the state budget, improved the
investment climate and brought a positive image to the country. Domestic students
can also contribute to the economic development of Russia if they are given the op-
portunity to develop their professional competencies at university and rationally spend
5 years of study.

1.1  Literature review

The problem of the quality of entrepreneurship education is relevant not only in
Russia, but also in all post-Soviet countries. Also, in all countries of the region, there
is a lag in the implementation of digital learning and e-learning opportunities [11]. For
example, Belarus is actively working on the introduction and improvement of the
American concept of "University 3.0" [12]. According to this, higher educational
institutions should use innovative teaching methods and materially encourage students
to collaborate with the business community. The main emphasis is placed on the for-
mation of students' business competencies, which includes digital competence as a
component. The importance of such skills is also emphasized by Kuzminov et al. [13],
who together with his colleagues indicates the need for students to develop critical
thinking as one of the main skills of a successful entrepreneur. The authors of the
study come to the same conclusions and present a set of basic components of the en-
trepreneurship course [14,15].
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The importance of developing entrepreneurial competencies in the long term is
presented in Markovic [16]. The lack of practical skills among students led to the fact
that most start-ups could not operate for more than 2 years. The author believes that
the solution to the problem is the introduction of compulsory business plan develop-
ment as an educational task for Economics students, as well as the creation of online
based and supported entrepreneurships graduated and post-graduated e-learning busi-
ness incubators on the territory of universities. This will contribute to the entrepre-
neurial skills of students and increase their motivation.

The study of De Mattos and Salciuviene [17] of the relationship between the pos-
session of higher education and the success of international alliances held by the en-
trepreneur presents interesting conclusions. The research revealed a significant nega-
tive correlation between the above-mentioned factors. The authors explain this by the
fact that practical skills to close deals are more important for employers than a diplo-
ma of higher education.

The experience of Romania and Kazakhstan is of interest Epure et al. [18]. The pe-
culiarity of their methods is the creation of a highly competitive environment. Roma-
nian entrepreneurs invited more than 350 students (it is noteworthy that 50% of them
were women) to take the SMART course, one half of which was practical. A signifi-
cant part of the course was online training and skills related to online business. At the
end of the course, the students had to present their own business projects. The cash
prize was 40,000 euros. At the same time, there was another experiment, the
"PROFIT" project. The 36 winners received 36,000 euros each to develop their ideas.
The main condition was that the project should create at least 2 new jobs. Thus, busi-
ness and government started their cooperation to solve two significant problems at
once - overcoming unemployment and preventing brain drain.

The models of modern Russian education considered by Naumov and Konstanti-
nova [19] confirm the fact that in domestic Russian education, there is some interac-
tion between businesses and the university in the form of various business incubators,
online services, technology parks, small innovative enterprises, centers for entrepre-
neurship development, etc.

It should be noted that the first practical attempts to replace thesis writing with the
development of a startup have been made [20]. Thus, 10% of the accelerator program
graduates took a risk and successfully defended their business projects. According to
the research figures, the innovative intensive training allows students to develop en-
trepreneurial competencies partially online, as well as the personal ones and find in-
vestors among mentors and experts. We should also note that the results obtained
seem even more positive against the background of the unsuccessful experience of
other countries. For example, the analysis of the 3 leading business schools in Egypt
revealed that they had problems associated with the introduction of a similar method-
ology [21].

From a practical perspective, it will be feasible to study the experience of creating
business incubators for startups in the corporate environment [22,23]. This example is
unique; it demonstrates that domestic entrepreneurs are also interested in the provi-
sion of material incentives to the younger generation. They understand that one of the
main elements of innovative development is the creation and promotion of startups.
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The creation of favorable environment represented by business accelerators is the key
to the motivation to increase spending and promote their growth and development.

Moreover, a start-up can be an excellent option for updating entrepreneurial com-
petencies not only among students, but also among schoolchildren. This can be
proved by the project aimed at the development of continuous agribusiness education
in rural areas of the Irkutsk region [24]. The project participants have been presenting
their start-ups in various competitions for several years and they have won prestigious
grants. In addition, the active interest of young people in improving agricultural tech-
nologies forms the belief that it can be highly profitable. Schoolchildren become car-
riers of advanced agricultural technologies; this will promote the latest agricultural
developments in the near future. Similar projects in many countries use online learn-
ing and the formation of a start-up project by schoolchildren in a digital online envi-
ronment, which is much more natural for children born in a digital environment [8].

Let us discuss more technological sectors, for example, heavy industry [25]. In this
sector, employers are most often dissatisfied with the quality of modern education.
The main complaint is associated with the inconsistency of the educational content
with the requirements of high-tech real production. Continuous improvement of tech-
nologies requires updating of knowledge, which is effectively implemented by vari-
ous forms of e-learning. Most of all managers appreciate competitiveness and stress
resistance - the core competencies needed to create one's own project [26].

1.2 Setting objectives

The main purpose of the study is to confirm the positive impact of replacing a di-
ploma defense practice with the development of a business project on base of e-
learning. Successful practical examples of such practices dating back to the 1990s
along with the fact that this idea is not revolutionary in the world support modernizing
academic education in this way. The most modern part of this idea is the preparation
of the graduation project in e-learning mode.

Based on this, the immediate research tasks are:

e To determine the role of universities in the innovative development of higher edu-
cation and the economy as a whole;

e To track the existing experience of similar practices in domestic and foreign uni-
versities;

e To compare the facts obtained to derive the optimal relationship between business
and university culture;

o To offer our own model for designing the final year of entrepreneurial education in
e-learning mode with the student project defense.
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2

Methods and Materials

To achieve the goal of the study, it was decided to analyze several leading universi-
ties, which had already implemented such innovative solutions. The research sample
is presented below (Table 1):

Table 1. Universities Participating in the Study

. . Program | Sphere of business the pro- University
No. University years gram was used in subdivision
1 |Far Eastern Federal Economic and management  |School of Economics and
Lo 2016-2019 o

University specialties Management

2 [Tomsk Polytechnic Since 2019 Finance and Economic special- |School of Engineering Entre-
University ties preneurship

3 |[Saint Petersburg State } . "'Start-up at St. Petersburg
University 2011-2019 |Any specialty University"

4 |Russian Economic .
University named after 1907, Economic and management Business faculty "Captains"

1990-2019 |specialties

G.V. Plekhanov

5 The faculty of "Journalism"
Lomono§ov MOSCOW The 1990s |[Journalism (the concept of creative diplo-
State University ma)

6 |[Astrakhan State Tech- . . Russian Maritime Register of
nical University 2016-2019 marine technologies Shipping (Astrakhan branch)

7 . Management, entrepreneurship,
Bz:?eg?t;g(gsrrr St 1994-2019 |finance, marketing, project MBA

management

Source: Own development based on [27-29].

All British and American MBA programs are similar to each other. Thus, we high-
lighted one example in order to compare it with the Russian attempts. Hong Kong
Baptist University was chosen as its program years coincide with the ones of Russian
universities and its strong international flavour, which positively affects the accuracy
of the results obtained.

All universities used the general scheme of electronic education at the stage of pro-
ject preparation. It included the use of a single member account to integrate the ser-
vices used; application of cloud storage services for integrated access to all project
materials anywhere and from any mobile device; communication and consulting sup-
port of the teacher using social networks and instant messengers of the participant's
choice; access to teaching materials, statistical and other data through the teacher's
accounts in scientific-metric databases and in Western universities. Also, students
could integrate into this environment those browser, computer and mobile applica-
tions that they considered necessary. E-learning had the advantage of freeing up the
graduate's time to prepare the project at his own pace, while still allowing the teacher
to maintain control over the progress of the project.

A more detailed description of each university will be presented in the "Results"
section. Now let us discuss the main points. It is believed that the Far Eastern Federal
University along with its School of Economics and Management were the first Rus-
sian university to offer students a choice between traditional diploma defence and an
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innovative start-up project [27]. However, this is not true. Few are aware that the so-
called concept of "creative diploma" existed at the Faculty of Journalism at Moscow
State University: students completed creative tasks instead of writing a diploma. The
procedure was very similar to the development of a modern startup [28]. Neverthe-
less, there is some data on earlier attempts to introduce a practical component in busi-
ness education in Russia. Thus, a similar practice has been used at Plekhanov Russian
University of Economics for more than a hundred years. It was resumed in the 1990s
when the educational programs that prepared entrepreneurs for a market economy
started to appear [29].

To confirm the positive impact of a start-up project on consolidating professional
competencies of students, a structural-functional research scheme was drawn up (Fig.
1):

The replacement of a diploma work with a start-up

project
Far Eastern Federal University Plekhanov Russian University of Economics
Tomsk Polytechnic University Saint Petersburg State University
Lomonosov Moscow State University Astrakhan State Technical University

Hong Kong Baptist University
(MBA)

Comparison of the results obtained

L

Construction of our own model for the final year of entrepreneurial
education

Fig. 1. Structural-functional research scheme

3 Results

Having analyzed the universities that have implemented innovative methods of de-
veloping start-up projects in e-learning mode as a diploma thesis (Table 1), we high-
lighted the following features:

e In other countries, this practice is often used in the framework of the following
courses: "Management", "Economics", "Business" and related specialties. In Rus-
sia, the practice has been used in a variety of spheres, from journalism to marine
technology, for such a short period of the existence of such structures;

e Each of the analyzed structures interpreted foreign standards in its own way, while
in Hong Kong the previously invented British education model was followed.
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This suggests that the world practice is losing its relevance in realities and requires
adjustments taking into account national characteristics. In this regard, we decided to
present our own model for designing the final year of entrepreneurship education
based on the developments by Chepurenko [30].

Student as a discoverer at
the heart of the process

Professional and social ) )
life iffoitaation Stimulation through

networks mentoring

L9

‘ Start-up as a final stage of ’

cooperation

Fig. 2. The model of the final year of entrepreneurship education

The point is that the presented model will ensure the synergistic effect of student
skills and aspirations through a combination of professional mentor support and the
creation of the necessary information field. This model more naturally includes the
components of e-learning and the use of the digital environment through the student's
own search activity and online and mobile control and motivation from the mentor
(Fig. 2). The result is a viable business model.

The student is at the heart of the process and is the main source of innovation and
an idea generator. The role of the teacher shifts from total control and single expert
opinion to more loyal mentor support. Traditional lectures also fade into insignifi-
cance giving way to practical actions and online tuition and mobile consulting. An
important role is played by the digital environment, namely its flexibility and diversi-
ty. Learning objectives are not discussed in advance, but are formed in the learning
process. Each topic gradually brings the student closer to the "start-up" basis; it
shapes and structures the student's idea. Now let us discuss in more detail each of the
topics.

Topic 1. Start-up creation. The importance of the idea in future business success.

At the initial stage, one should decide on the main task of the start-up and answer
the 3 questions: "What are we doing? ", "Why?" and "For whom?". Correct wording
is very important; thus, working with a mentor should take up most of the time. This
is a period of discussion and debate, the use of "brainstorming™ and other qualitative
methods of information analyses, which will subsequently turn into a full-fledged
business project.
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Topic 2. Start-up structure. Building an organizational structural structure.

It is very important to determine the rights and responsibilities of each project par-
ticipant and create the so-called "employee's handbook™ before detailing the idea. This
will help to avoid unnecessary difficulties in the future.

Topic 3. Start-up essence. Product/service development.

When all the questions are answered and the roles are discussed, the prototype de-
velopment should take place. The qualitative work at this stage will help to attract
investors as at the final presentation they will be able to directly get acquainted with
the proposed product (if this is possible). This stage is almost entirely carried out
using online services and online communication with a mentor, teachers and inves-
tors.

Topic 4. Start-up promotion. Marketing strategy development.

The collaboration with contact audiences should take place at this stage. A poten-
tial buyer is the one who can assess the quality of the product. The study of the target
audience will provide information on the best product/service promotion tactics and
the tools to be used, etc.

Topic 5. Start-up defense. Final presentation.

We believe that visual presentation is crucial when introducing the product to in-
vestors. Technical skills for preparing presentations will be an excellent addition to
the set of core business competencies. In addition, this will positively affect the stu-
dent’s competitiveness when entering the labor market.

4 Discussion

The methodology is relatively new and there are still very few theoretical devel-
opments with practical analysis.

Among those developments, the work by Shtikhno and Iskandaryan [31] should be
highlighted. He describes the activities of the specialized Business faculty of St. Pe-
tersburg State University, "Captains”, and notes their positive and negative aspects.
He also considers the experience of other Russian universities; however, he does not
provide any comparative analogies and indicates only facts.

Another significant study is the manuscript by Zemlina [20] devoted to the for-
mation of entrepreneurial competencies of the Southern Federal University students.
The results of the study confirm our thesis that students are ready and want to imple-
ment their business ideas within the university (70% of the respondents chose this
option in the questionnaire). But at the same time, it allows us to highlight a negative
tendency that students make a decision to "postpone” bringing their startup to the real
market. This is evidenced by the percentage of positive answers (11%); the indicator
is not high, but it significantly higher than the international one [20]. Western re-
searchers suggest that the optimal solution to this problem is to use e-learning ele-
ments that increase student motivation and engagement. More intense contact with the
teacher in a familiar digital environment increases student loyalty and pleasure from
participating in the training and in the project, and also solves the problem of "post-
ponement" [32].

1JET — Vol. 16, No. 04, 2021 89



From a practical perspective, the work by Otkidysheva [33] is interesting; it proves
that mentoring is the main way to improve the skills of specialists. In addition, she
believes that student startups developed on the basis of the university are more likely
to succeed if they are developed under the supervision of experienced domain special-
ists. Foreign studies, even in the case of promoting the need to develop specialized
software systems for training entrepreneurs online, confirm the importance of contact
with a mentor and an experienced business mentor [34].

The next group of researchers went even further and conducted an experiment that
involved university employees in writing startups [35]. To prove that teachers have
not lost touch to generate innovative ideas, they were invited to participate in the
competition together with their students. As a result, a total of 92 high-quality works,
which describe the development and implementation of a startup, were received.
What is noteworthy, IT start-ups were the most common, that is, projects related to
information technologies.

Researchers point out that the vast majority of start-ups, especially those that sur-
vive the first two years and continue profitable activities, are closely related to IT and
the online business [4,8].

It should be noted that in the university context, start-up is a project in the e-
learning mode, on the basis of which the above-mentioned organization is created.
The use of such tools strengthens the role of universities in developing the innovative
potential of the country [11,36,37]. To confirm this, let us present the statistics from
the National Report GUESSS (Global University Entrepreneurial Spirit Students'
Survey) [38]. It is traditionally acknowledged that students better perceive various
innovations and demonstrate dynamic growth. They are active and ambitious people
who have huge intellectual and physical potential, which should be used to restore a
stable economic situation in the country. The state bank on future entrepreneurs. The
lack of the necessary environment at the university can negatively affect the entrepre-
neurial potential of students and postpone their business activities until they get work-
ing experience. The presence of an appropriate online environment in this case can
correct the situation or form an additional bonus in achieving academic efficiency and
motivation in the future business activity [7]. According to the international data [38],
Russian universities demonstrate a lower involvement of students in the creation and
implementation of the disciplines and entrepreneurship programs in the educational
process compared to other countries. In addition, Mutalimov et al. [39] highlights the
development of the following professional competencies with the help of startup pro-
jects: marketing research; pricing; financial planning; business planning and model-
ing; company registration; financial controlling; corporate management; tax manage-
ment and accounting; risk management. Also, we suppose that such approach to edu-
cation develops personal qualities of students, such as: desire for personal develop-
ment; leadership; creativity; initiative; self-confidence; risk tolerance, determination,
self-motivation; resoluteness; flexibility.

Western researchers emphasize the use of certain types of technology, in particular,
pointing out that technology serves as a mediator between content and the experience
of the teacher and mentor and student. Such mediation turns out to be more effective
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for new generations of students accustomed to the presence of electronic communica-
tion channels as a universal mediator [32,40].

In the GUESSS survey, the students were also asked to evaluate the effect of the
university atmosphere on supporting and developing their entrepreneurial activities.
Everyone is familiar with the vivid examples of Stanford University, Harvard Univer-
sity and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; they have managed to create a
sustainable entrepreneurial environment which later turns into a strong corporate
spirit. Nevertheless, the results obtained give hope for further improvements: 4.51 out
of 7, compared to the world average of 4.43 points [38].

5 Conclusion

In the course of the study, we have concluded that the development of a start-up
project in the e-learning mode has a positive effect on the improvement of students'
professional competencies. The importance of the role of universities in this process
has been proved and the idea of involving a business mentor online to achieve a syn-
ergistic effect has been considered.

We should also highlight the fact that this practice of e-learning experience is most
popular among economic and managerial specialties compared to the financial or
technical ones. It was found that a unique practice of defending a creative diploma
after thesis was implemented by Moscow State University at the Faculty of journalism
in the 1990s. Today there is no such practice.

A sample of the universities that showed the most striking results in implementing
business e-learning experienced projects was formed. Hong Kong Baptist University
and its basic MBA program were compared with the practices of Russian universities.
The selection criterion was based on the similarity of the indicators. As a result, inter-
esting findings were obtained: while the whole world uses this methodology to train
economists and managers in digital environment, Russia uses it in non-standard areas,
increasing the effectiveness of technical specialties.

Based on the work done, we have developed our own model of use elements of e-
learning in the final year of entrepreneurial education; it is based on 3 main compo-
nents: the student as a generator of ideas; the mentor as necessary support, and infor-
mation channels as the main source of information.
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