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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain the components of entrepreneurial schools and to develop a
context-specific model for establishing an innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem within Iran’s education
system. This qualitative study was conducted using a grounded theory approach. The study population
consisted of educational managers, researchers, and academic and executive experts with knowledge and
experience in educational management and entrepreneurship education. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling, which continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Ultimately, 22
experts participated in the study. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. Following
transcription and repeated review of the interviews, the data were analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding. Initial concepts were categorized according to their semantic similarities, and the
relationships among the categories were organized within the grounded theory paradigmatic model. The
analysis produced a model comprising four principal dimensions. Causal conditions included the
entrepreneurship curriculum, monitoring of the school entrepreneurship ecosystem, school principals,
entrepreneurial teachers, research management, and educational management. Contextual conditions
comprised cultural and social factors, the development and reinforcement of information technology
infrastructure, financial factors, and the organizational structure of schools. Intervening conditions
consisted of institutions and networks, education policies and guidelines, and the attitudes of parents and
peers. The consequences were categorized as the development of entrepreneurial attitudes, the
expansion of regional small and medium-sized enterprises, and greater alignment between educational
content and students’ interests. The relationships among these categories indicated that entrepreneurial
schools emerge through the simultaneous and integrated interaction of educational, managerial, cultural,
technological, financial, structural, and networking factors. The proposed model provides a context-
sensitive framework for educational policymaking, curriculum reform, the professional empowerment of
teachers and school principals, the development of innovation infrastructure, and the strengthening of
relationships among schools, families, industries, and communities. Coordinated implementation of the
identified components can transform schools into dynamic, creative, interactive, and value-generating
environments and contribute to educating entrepreneurial and innovative students capable of participating
effectively in a knowledge-based economy.

Keywords: Entrepreneurial schools; Innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem; Iranian education system;
Grounded theory; Entrepreneurship education.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rapid economic, technological, and social transformations have fundamentally changed the

competencies that individuals require for education, employment, and active participation in society.
Contemporary economies increasingly depend on knowledge creation, digital technologies,
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innovation, and the ability to identify and exploit emerging opportunities. Consequently, education
systems can no longer restrict their mission to transmitting theoretical knowledge or preparing
students for standardized examinations. Schools are expected to cultivate creativity, critical thinking,
problem-solving, collaboration, self-direction, adaptability, and the capacity to create economic and
social value. Within this context, entrepreneurship education has become an important strategy for
preparing students to navigate uncertain labor markets and contribute to knowledge-based and
innovation-driven economies (Rahimian Aliabad et al., 2023; Taleghani & Ghasemi, 2018).
Entrepreneurship in education should not be understood solely as training students to establish
commercial enterprises. It is a broader developmental process through which learners acquire
opportunity recognition, initiative, creativity, calculated risk-taking, persistence, resource
mobilization, and value-creation competencies. This interpretation is particularly relevant at the
secondary-school level, where students begin to form educational, occupational, and personal
identities. Exposure to entrepreneurial learning at this stage can strengthen self-confidence,
innovation capacity, career awareness, and readiness for future employment or self-employment.
Research on entrepreneurship among secondary-school students indicates that entrepreneurial
education can provide opportunities for students to discover their abilities and contribute to
innovation, although its implementation may be constrained by insufficient resources, inadequate
teacher preparation, weak institutional support, and the dominance of theoretical instruction (Yinka
& Chidinma, 2025).

An entrepreneurial school is an educational organization in which entrepreneurship is embedded in
the school’s mission, leadership, curriculum, teaching practices, culture, organizational structure,
and external relationships. In such a school, entrepreneurship is not confined to a single course or
occasional extracurricular activity. Instead, students are continuously exposed to authentic
problems, practical projects, teamwork, idea generation, experimentation, and interactions with
entrepreneurs and community organizations. Previous models of entrepreneurial schools have
emphasized the importance of structural and infrastructural conditions, human capital, educational
processes, and the surrounding business environment (Bodaghi et al., 2024). Iranian grounded theory
studies have similarly identified organizational culture, managerial competencies, curriculum design,
human resources, and environmental interactions as essential components of entrepreneurial
schools (Kabri et al., 2023).

Curriculum is one of the central mechanisms through which entrepreneurial competencies can be
cultivated. An entrepreneurship-oriented curriculum should move beyond memorization and passive
knowledge acquisition and provide opportunities for experiential, project-based, problem-based, and
collaborative learning. It should also correspond to students’ developmental characteristics,
interests, regional opportunities, cultural resources, and the needs of local communities. Empirical
evidence suggests that entrepreneurship education becomes more effective when entrepreneurial
content is systematically incorporated into the curriculum and supported by activities that develop
creativity, leadership, motivation for achievement, personal control, and problem-solving abilities
(Nunez-Canal et al., 2023). In vocational schools, entrepreneurship education must additionally be
integrated with technical and digital competencies so that students can transform occupational skills
into viable products, services, and employment opportunities. Digital-skills-based entrepreneurship
learning has been associated with improved educational quality and the broader objectives of
sustainable development (Purnawirawan et al., 2025). Models developed for vocational education
also emphasize the alignment of curriculum, practical learning, teacher competencies, industry
participation, and school management (Widodo et al., 2025).
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The success of an entrepreneurial curriculum depends heavily on school principals and teachers.
Entrepreneurial school principals are expected to act as leaders of innovation rather than merely
administrative managers. They must recognize opportunities, support experimentation, allocate
resources, build networks, motivate staff, and establish a school climate in which new ideas are
welcomed. Qualitative studies of entrepreneurial school management have identified opportunity
orientation, innovativeness, flexibility, risk-taking, future orientation, and environmental interaction
as key managerial characteristics (Mirzaaghaei Sarhamami et al., 2023). Other models have
highlighted entrepreneurial leadership, stakeholder commitment, networking, shared workspaces,
school accelerators, and value-creation goals as important foundations of entrepreneurial schools
(Haji Aghaei, 2023). More recently, the growing use of artificial intelligence has expanded the required
competencies of school leaders to include data literacy, intelligent decision-making, digital resource
management, and the ethical use of emerging technologies (Sadeghi & Shafiepour Motlagh, 2025).
Teachers are equally important because they transform curricular intentions into learning
experiences. Entrepreneurial teachers encourage students to ask questions, generate ideas,
collaborate, test solutions, tolerate failure, and reflect on experience. Innovative methods such as
hackathons can create intensive learning situations in which students experience entrepreneurial
thinking, interdisciplinary collaboration, rapid problem-solving, and iterative idea development
(Eimler & StraBmann, 2023). At the same time, digital and generative artificial intelligence tools
provide new opportunities for personalized learning, content creation, market analysis, and idea
development. Nevertheless, their educational use requires critical awareness of misinformation,
bias, intellectual property, privacy, and ethical responsibility (Dwivedi et al., 2023). Evidence
comparing artificial intelligence-generated texts with human-generated scientific texts further
demonstrates that linguistically convincing outputs are not necessarily accurate or reliable,
reinforcing the need for critical digital literacy among students, teachers, and managers (Gao et al.,
2022).

The establishment of entrepreneurial schools also requires a supportive ecosystem. Entrepreneurial
ecosystems consist of interconnected actors, institutions, resources, policies, cultures,
infrastructures, and networks that facilitate entrepreneurial activity. Within a school context, these
actors may include students, teachers, principals, parents, local entrepreneurs, universities,
industries, financial institutions, technology companies, governmental organizations, and community
groups. Sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems require systemic coordination, institutional
interaction, cultural support, contextual sensitivity, and continuity of resources (Ninh & Hue, 2025).
Recent analyses of the field also indicate that entrepreneurial ecosystems are dynamic structures
shaped by the simultaneous interaction of policy, technology, human capital, finance, and social
networks (Ninh & Hue, 2025). Therefore, schools cannot become entrepreneurial in isolation; they
need meaningful and sustained connections with their surrounding economic and social
environments.

Entrepreneurship education is expected to influence entrepreneurial mindset and intention. Studies
have shown that entrepreneurship education can strengthen entrepreneurial intention by shaping
students’ mindset, motivation, and exposure to prior entrepreneurial experiences (Sun et al., 2023).
However, education alone may not be sufficient, because entrepreneurial intention is also influenced
by institutional support, family attitudes, social norms, and access to opportunities. Research among
university students has similarly demonstrated that entrepreneurship education is associated with
stronger entrepreneurial intention, while emphasizing the importance of complementary
environmental and motivational mechanisms (Montes et al., 2023). In Iran, existing studies have
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made important contributions to identifying the characteristics of entrepreneurial schools, yet many
have examined isolated dimensions such as leadership, curriculum, management, or infrastructure.
There remains a need for an integrated, context-sensitive model that explains how causal,
contextual, and intervening conditions interact to produce entrepreneurial outcomes in schools.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify the components of entrepreneurial schools for
creating an innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem in Iran’s education system.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative research design based on the grounded theory approach. The
research population consisted of academic experts, educational managers, researchers, and
executive professionals with relevant knowledge or experience in educational management,
entrepreneurship education, school administration, or educational policymaking. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on their professional expertise and ability to provide
information directly related to the research phenomenon.

Data collection began with a limited number of participants and continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved, meaning that additional interviews no longer produced substantially new concepts or
categories. A total of 22 experts participated in the study. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews. The interview questions focused on the characteristics of entrepreneurial
schools, the conditions necessary for establishing an innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem,
facilitating and constraining factors, and the expected outcomes of such schools.

All interviews were recorded with participants’ permission, transcribed, reviewed repeatedly, and
analyzed through the stages of open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, meaningful
statements and key concepts were extracted from the interview texts and assigned initial labels.
Similar codes were then compared, merged, and organized into more abstract conceptual
categories. During axial coding, relationships among the main categories and subcategories were
identified and organized according to the grounded theory paradigmatic structure. In the selective
coding stage, the central categories were integrated into a coherent explanatory model representing
the components and relationships involved in designing entrepreneurial schools and establishing an
innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem.

Findings

The qualitative data analysis resulted in a model comprising four major dimensions: causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, and consequences.

The causal conditions included entrepreneurship curriculum, monitoring of the school
entrepreneurship ecosystem, school principals, entrepreneurial teachers, research management,
and educational management. The entrepreneurship curriculum category included the alignment of
content with professional competency standards, students’ developmental characteristics and
interests, local culture, regional opportunities, indigenous arts, and community needs. It also
included inquiry-based learning, classroom discussion, student participation in school projects,
educational tours, and observation of local businesses.

Monitoring of the school entrepreneurship ecosystem referred to the existence of appropriate
objectives and policies, continuous support for innovation, access to regional information, dialogue-
oriented school climates, information exchange, teamwork, networking, respect for individual
differences, and institutional acceptance of new ideas. The school principal category included
entrepreneurial knowledge, flexible leadership, openness to feedback, motivation, familiarity with
successful entrepreneurs, awareness of regional occupational opportunities, and participation in
relevant training programs.
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Entrepreneurial teachers were characterized by flexible teaching methods, acceptance of innovative
pedagogies, creativity, positive attitudes toward change, sensitivity to individual differences, social
motivation, and familiarity with local resources. Research management included identifying regional
market gaps, conducting field-based research, recognizing customers and competitors, developing
interdisciplinary projects, establishing student research teams, and connecting research activities
with local industries and organizations. Educational management included revising courses,
integrating entrepreneurship across academic fields, organizing festivals and school markets,
supporting local arts, developing creative teaching practices, and implementing individual and
organizational development programs.

The contextual conditions consisted of cultural and social factors, information technology
infrastructure, financial factors, and school organizational structure. Cultural and social factors
included trust, cooperation, scientific dialogue, creativity incentives, participation, local branding,
innovative local businesses, and the promotion of entrepreneurial thinking. Information technology
infrastructure included internet access, classroom technology, laboratories, research centers,
innovation systems, intellectual property registration, and access to communication technologies.
Financial factors included regional investment, internal school resources, support from parents and
innovators, crowdfunding, risk capital, financial support from knowledge-based companies, and
structured resource-attraction programs. Organizational structure included entrepreneurial
organizational culture, strategic orientation, human resource management, reward systems,
managerial support, administrative flexibility, reduced bureaucracy, peaceful school climates,
informal collaboration, financial independence, and stakeholder participation.

The intervening conditions included institutions and networks, educational policies and guidelines,
and the attitudes of parents and peers. Institutional and network factors included cooperation among
schools, regional and national alliances, student internships, cooperation with knowledge-based
firms, school research and development centers, interaction with local entrepreneurs, and
networking with public and private institutions. Policy-related factors included long-term
entrepreneurship planning, dedicated budgets, practical student assessment, entrepreneurship
curricula, regional decision-making committees, balanced educational and research responsibilities,
and policies supporting entrepreneurship culture. Parental and peer attitudes included family-school
interaction, parental support for entrepreneurial activities, students’ leisure choices, peer perceptions
of entrepreneurship, and parental participation in school workshops.

The consequences were entrepreneurial attitude, development of regional small and medium-sized
enterprises, and alignment of educational content with students’ interests. Entrepreneurial attitude
involved self-confidence, opportunity recognition, risk acceptance, implementation capability, and
familiarity with entrepreneurial role models. Regional business development included support for
indigenous enterprises, promotion of local products and occupations, dissemination of regional
achievements, and student participation in local economic development. Alignment of educational
content with student interests was reflected in improved teamwork, creativity, personal planning,
communication skills, failure tolerance, idea generation, and problem-solving.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that entrepreneurial schools are multidimensional systems rather than
isolated educational programs. Their formation requires the coordinated interaction of curriculum,
leadership, teacher competencies, research, technology, finance, culture, organizational structure,
networks, and policy support. This systemic interpretation is important because entrepreneurial
outcomes cannot be achieved through a single entrepreneurship course or occasional student
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activity. Sustainable change requires entrepreneurship to be embedded in the entire school
organization.

The identification of entrepreneurship curriculum as a major causal condition indicates that
entrepreneurial learning must be practical, contextualized, flexible, and responsive to student
interests. Linking curriculum content to regional opportunities, local culture, indigenous industries,
and real community problems can make education more meaningful and increase student
participation. Project-based learning, field observation, student enterprises, festivals, and school
markets can transform students from passive recipients of information into active creators of ideas
and solutions.

The findings also underline the decisive role of school principals and teachers. Principals must create
supportive conditions for experimentation, resource mobilization, networking, and collaboration.
Teachers must provide learning experiences that encourage inquiry, creativity, teamwork, and
calculated risk-taking. Consequently, professional development should not be limited to
administrative procedures or subject knowledge; it should also develop entrepreneurial leadership,
innovative pedagogy, digital literacy, and ecosystem-building competencies.

The contextual and intervening conditions reveal that schools cannot independently create
entrepreneurial outcomes. Financial resources, technology infrastructure, flexible regulations, family
support, community networks, and partnerships with industry and universities are essential. A school
may possess motivated teachers and students, but without resources, institutional support, and
external relationships, entrepreneurial initiatives are likely to remain temporary and fragmented.
The consequences identified in the study indicate that entrepreneurial schools can generate both
individual and regional benefits. At the individual level, they can strengthen confidence, creativity,
communication, teamwork, opportunity recognition, and tolerance of failure. At the regional level,
they can support small and medium-sized businesses, preserve local capacities, encourage
indigenous products, and connect education with economic development. Therefore, entrepreneurial
schools can function not only as educational institutions but also as local centers of innovation and
social value creation.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a context-sensitive framework for establishing an
innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem in Iran’s education system. Its implementation requires
simultaneous reforms in curriculum, school leadership, teacher preparation, organizational structure,
digital infrastructure, finance, assessment, and external partnerships. When these elements are
integrated, schools can become dynamic, interactive, and innovation-oriented environments capable
of preparing students to create opportunities, solve real problems, participate in regional
development, and contribute effectively to a knowledge-based economy.
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