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This literature review explores the concepts of entrepreneurship and social 
innovation; how they translate into best practices in entrepreneurship 
pedagogies and programs in Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K-12) education; and 
the research on girls’1 and women’s involvement in such activities through an 
intersectional lens. The objective of this literature review is to provide educators, 
administrators, and other education stakeholders with background information 
on K-12 entrepreneurship education and programming for girls, as well as a list of 
resources to implement in the classroom and beyond. 

DEFINING ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND   
SOCIAL INNOVATION 

Entrepreneurship and innovation are complementary 
and interconnected terms used to describe the 
development of new and original ideas, solutions or 
products. Although there is no universal definition 
of entrepreneurship, here we borrow from 
Chasserio and colleagues’ (2014) perspective, in 
which individuals either start a new or acquire 
an existing business, initiative, or non-profit. 
Entrepreneurship is a multidisciplinary field with 
opportunities to develop skills and knowledge over 
multiple subject areas such as business, sociology, 
psychology, and mathematics (Studdard et al., 
2013). Discussions around entrepreneurship often 
reinforce the value of opportunism, risk-taking, and 
designing new combinations of processes, as well 
as innovation (Bird & Brush, 2002). Research also 
points to a cultural mind-shift; in entrepreneurship 
major social issues are approached not as problems 
but rather as opportunities for growth and innovation 
(Huysentruyt, 2014). This perspective empowers 
individuals to act but can also have neo-liberal 
connotations of generating profit from social issues. 

Innovation is a term often used in business, 
science, and technology; in its most essential 
form it can be described as “new ideas that work” 
(Mulgan et al., 2007, p. 8). Social innovation expands 
on the definition of innovation to encompass 
ideas that work to meet social needs and improve 
people’s lives (Mulgan et al., 2007). Similarly, a 
social enterprise can be defined as an initiative 
or business with “potential to help lead society 
to evolve a genuine, caring ‘shared value’ 
economy—a society where societal and economic 
progress are much more tightly, boldly, and 
positively linked together” (Huysentruyt, 2014, p. 
4). Such enterprises can be found in sectors ranging 
from education to health, social work, and community 
services, as well as 
energy and retail. Despite 
recent growth of social 
entrepreneurship, it is still 
very much a niche area, 
with an average of 3.7 
percent of 18-64 year-olds 
around the world involved 
in this type of activity 
(Bosma et al., 2016).

K-12 Entrepreneurship and Social Innovation Education for Girls:  
A Literature Review

1 Note that the term girl is broadly conceptualized as referring to cisgender, transitioning, transgender, or gender diverse identities (see Branksome Hall, May 2016).  
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WOMEN IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND    
SOCIAL INNOVATION     

Women have always engaged in entrepreneurial 
activity, with records of activity among women in 
European societies dating back to the mid-1700s (Kay, 
2012; Vare & Ptacek, 2002). Today, although women 
represent one of the fastest growing entrepreneurial 
populations in the world (Brush & Cooper, 2012), 
only 16 percent of small enterprises2  in Canada 
are led by women (Cukier et al., 2020). Enterprises 
led by women tend to be concentrated in so-called 
traditionally female sectors such as health care, 
education, and service (Cukier et al., 2020). Thus, 
women have a more significant representation in 
social entrepreneurship than in more conventional and 
commercial forms of entrepreneurship (OECD, 2017).

The growing body of scholarship on 

women entrepreneurs is beginning 

to shed light on their potential as 

change agents, as well as their 

potential to contribute significantly in 

social and economic environments.

 

Research on women’s impact on contemporary 
economies has long been understated and 
undervalued, owing in part to the historically poor 
documentation of women’s contributions and 
innovations (Carter et al., 2006). The first research 
study focusing on female entrepreneurs was published 
in 1976, and this area of research has grown very slowly 
since then (McAdam, 2013; Meyer, 2018). Scholars have 
indicated that female entrepreneurship as a field has 
long struggled against dominant discourses in media 
and academic scholarship, where entrepreneurship is 
portrayed as a masculine phenomenon and research 
has overwhelmingly focused on men’s experience to 
produce theory (Greene et al., 2003; Hamilton, 2013). 

Although limited, the growing body of scholarship 
on women entrepreneurs is beginning to shed light 
on their potential as change agents, as well as their 
potential to contribute significantly in social and 
economic environments (Ambrish, 2014; Carter et al., 
2006; Kot et al., 2016).

An international study of 1,200 female entrepreneurs 
by the Ashoka Foundation (Taberna et al., 2019) 
suggests that women have distinctive leadership 
styles, and are more likely to use collective leadership 
approaches, which consider the expertise of people 
at all levels to address a situation. Additionally, men 
and women face different structural obstacles; 
women are more likely to encounter culture and 
gender stereotypes and barriers to securing funding 
or seeking incorporation (Cukier et al., 2020). Research 
also suggests that women can demonstrate a higher 
aversion to risk (Carter et al., 2006) and competition 
(OECD, 2017), and that some women may require 
more support to manage self-esteem and confidence 
issues than men (Botha et al., 2007). Women also 
frequently face hostile work environments, where 
they are subjected to sexual harassment and racism; 
these environments further propagate a sociocultural 
status quo where women do not feel welcome 
in entrepreneurship spaces (Openshaw & Noble, 
2017). All of the barriers identified in the literature 
are further exacerbated for women leaders who are 
racialized, Indigenous, have disabilities, or identify as 
non-binary (Cukier et al., 2020).

One important aspect of expanding the scholarship 
around women’s unique experiences with 
entrepreneurship and social innovation involves 
identifying when and how women are provided with 
opportunities to build entrepreneurial skills. A study 
conducted on a US university’s entrepreneurship 
competition revealed that over five years, only 
17.8 percent of participating students were female 
(Openshaw & Noble, 2017). This percentage denotes 
a significant disparity because participation was 
contingent on whether teams received investments, 

2 Canadian government statistics do not track social enterprises as a category; instead, small enterprises are often used in the literature to estimate their prevalence.  
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and even though women’s activities did not differ 
greatly from men’s, the men were more likely to 
receive investment funding (Openshaw & Noble, 
2017). In Canada, social innovation programs 
at the post-secondary level, such as Toronto 
Metropolitan (formerly Ryerson) University’s Women 
Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub, and funding 
opportunities, such as the McConnell Foundation 
Social Innovation Fund, are on the rise. But the 
development of entrepreneurship skills and mindset 
can start long before university. 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP SKILLS, EDUCATION, 
PEDAGOGIES, AND PROGRAMS FOR K-12 
STUDENTS

A rapidly shifting economy has brought increased 
attention to the mindsets young people will require 
to thrive in the future of work (e.g., innovation, 
growth, benefit). One major role of education is to 
prepare young people for becoming economically 
productive members of society, and thus the case 
has been made for introducing entrepreneurial 
skills in K-12 education (Couros, 2015; Glangchai, 
2018; Holdsworth, 2017; Ikonen & Nikunen, 2017; 
Tomlinson, 2008). In response to this identified need, 
the Partnership for 21st Century Skills developed a 
framework in 2006 to reduce the gap between the 
knowledge and skills students were then acquiring 
in school, and what they would need to thrive in their 

communities and workplaces in the future. It proposed 
the integration of the “4Cs”—Critical thinking and 
problem solving, Communication, Collaboration, 
and Creativity and Innovation (see Figure 1)—along 
with the traditional competencies normally taught in 
schools (reading, writing, and arithmetic). The Deeper 
Learning movement (Fullan & Scott, 2014) added 
Citizenship and Character to the original 4Cs, all six 
of which are now referred to in the entrepreneurship 
education literature as noncognitive skills (Rodriguez 
& Lieber, 2020). Rodriguez and Lieber (2020) found 
that “... there appears to be something unique in 
entrepreneurship education pedagogy that facilitates 
noncognitive skill development, which in turn is 
linked to career readiness and success” (p. 293). 
Many schools and educational institutions are now 
cultivating these skills and competencies in their 
curricula. The implementation of these concepts is 
varied, including the introduction of Entrepreneurship 
Education (EE), as well as related pedagogies such as 
project-based learning and design thinking.

One major role of education is to 

prepare young people for becoming 

economically productive members of 

society, and thus the case has been 

made for introducing entrepreneurial 

skills in K-12 education.

Figure 1: The 4Cs: Skills for learning in the 21st Century (Adapted from P21/Batelle for Kids).

Engage in a holistic 
creation process 
including 
brainstorming and 
prototyping 

CREATIVITY AND 
INNOVATION 

Convey and understand 
multimodal ways of 
communicating

COMMUNICATION

Choose from a variety of 
approaches to address a 
situation and/or challenge, 
while incorporating higher 
order thinking 

CRITICAL THINKING AND 
PROBLEM SOLVING 

Forge and sustain 
relationships with 
diverse teams 

COLLABORATION

2 1 S T C E N T U R Y  S K I L L S :  T H E  4 C ’ S
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Design thinking and project-based learning (PBL) 
emerge from a “learning by doing” philosophy 
(Dewey, 1897) and an emphasis on a collaborative 
search for solutions to a question, problem, or 
challenge. In PBL, students gain deep knowledge 
of their subject of inquiry by exploring a topic and 
engaging in hands-on project work over an extended 
period; student voice and choice are emphasized 
throughout (Markham, 2011). Similarly, design thinking, 
described as “both a process and a mindset” (Carroll 
et al., 2012), involves an iterative process in which 
students identify problems, conduct research, 
build and test prototypes, and critically evaluate 

the outcomes of these efforts to solve complex 
challenges (Davis et al., 1997). Many scholars suggest 
that K-12 settings should increase their incorporation 
of project-based learning and design thinking 
pedagogies (Avvisati et al., 2013; Mitchell et al., 2005). 
In these learning environments, students must be self-
directed but also collaborate effectively with the larger 
goal of finding solutions to real-life problems (Lathram 
et al., 2016). Although these types of pedagogical 
approaches do not teach entrepreneurship per 
se, they provide a foundation for developing the 
transferable skills that young people will need in 
the shifting economic landscape of the future.

Figure 2: The six stages of design thinking (Moran, 2021).
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Entrepreneurship Education (EE) was created by 
the Harvard Business School in 1947 and primarily 
focused on higher education students (Kim et al., 
2020; Studdard et al., 2013). Although there is no 
consensus regarding its definition, EE tends to focus 
on programs that: 

(a) develop entrepreneurial orientation and 
awareness; 

(b) develop competencies for new enterprise 
formation, self-employment, or economic  
self-sufficiency; and

(c)  focus on small business survival and growth 
(Kim et al., 2020, p. 3). 

The literature on EE’s impact and effectiveness for 
youth skill development is still in its early stages, 
with only ten years of research available in this field 
of study (Kim et al., 2020). The evidence for general 
effectiveness of EE is mixed, which may be attributed 
to low methodological quality of the studies (Kim et 
al., 2020; Martínez-Gregorio et al., 2021). Measuring 
the impact of EE is complex, as there are interrelated 
factors such as “entrepreneurial awareness 
education, education for startups, education for 
entrepreneurial dynamism, and continuing education 
for entrepreneurs” (Kim et al., 2020, p. 2). In addition, 
Kim and colleagues (2020) argue that there has not 
been enough rigorous work done on developing key 
indicators to measure impact. 

In K-12 settings specifically, the effectiveness literature 
transpose primarily focuses on teachers’ self-efficacy 
in teaching EE (Amorim Neto et al., 2018; Seikkula-
Leino, 2010; Sorgman & Parkison, 2008). Few 
studies examine the impact of EE on K-12 students or 
explore how it cultivates students’ skills, knowledge, 
and attitudes to help achieve their entrepreneurial 
goals (European Commission, 2014). EE programs’ 
effectiveness differs according to students’ 
developmental stage and by program content (Brüne 
& Lutz, 2020; Kim et al., 2020; Studdard et al., 2013). 
In one study, for example, self-exploration activities 
were found to be more effective in developing an 
entrepreneurial mindset for middle school students 
than for high school students (Kim et al., 2020). A 

study attempting to better understand how students 
constructed inventor identities suggested that 
increased access to STEM environments during high 
school, as well as multiple opportunities to engage 
with their communities as inventors, were important 
factors in this identity formation (Couch et al., 2019). 

Overall, research suggests that 

entrepreneurship programs are most 

effective for K-12 students when they 

are run over a longer period of time 

with different approaches based on 

age and stage of development (Kim 

et al., 2020; Martínez-Gregorio et al., 

2021). As a result, it is argued that EE 

curricula cannot be standardized, as 

the content and pedagogy need to be 

tailored to specific student needs and 

demographics (Studdard et al., 2013). 

Another study examined a rare program for youth 
in the US: the K-12 InVenture Prize, which blends 
“invention and entrepreneurship to encourage 
students to find authentic and interesting problems 
to work on and to develop viable, marketable 
solutions for them” (Moore et al., 2019, p. 221). In 
reviewing teachers’ surveys, this study suggested 
that participation in the program had a positive impact 
on students’ communication and teamwork skills. 
Additionally, teachers perceived some of these effects 
to be strongest for students at the elementary level, 
which again points to the value of early exposure 
to creative and authentic innovation experiences. 
The results of the K-12 InVenture Prize study align 
with other evidence in the EE literature; the program 
increased students’ self-efficacy because they felt 
they were able to make an impact by creating a 
marketable product (Brüne & Lutz, 2020; Chatelaine 
& McKitterick, 2020; de Lourdes Cárcamo-Solís et al., 
2017; Leffler & Svedberg, 2005). 
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Overall, research suggests that entrepreneurship 
programs are most effective for K-12 students 
when they are run over a longer period of time with 
different approaches based on age and stage of 
development (Kim et al., 2020; Martínez-Gregorio 
et al., 2021). As a result, it is argued that EE curricula 
cannot be standardized, as the content and pedagogy 
need to be tailored to specific student needs and 
demographics (Studdard et al., 2013). 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP PROGRAMS FOR GIRLS

One reason why women do not participate in 
entrepreneurship is a lack of self-confidence and 
self-efficacy (Brüne & Lutz, 2020; Bergman et al., 
2011; Molina-López et al., 2021). Self-efficacy, an 
individual’s belief in their competence in a specific 
area or domain (Bandura, 1977), is a significant aspect 
of entrepreneurship because the former influences 
intentions to pursue the latter (Bergman et al., 2011). 
Girls’ overall confidence and self-efficacy start out 
similar to that of boys around the age of 8, but decline 
through the developmental shifts they experience 
during puberty (Bergman et al., 2011; Brüne & Lutz, 
2020; Damour, 2019; Deak & Adams, 2010; Simmons, 
2018). This decline in self-efficacy can be attributed 
to the phenomenon referred to as the sorting effect, 
wherein individuals believe they cannot fulfill the 
responsibilities of a role once they realize how 
demanding that role is (Brüne & Lutz, 2020). In the 
context of entrepreneurship programs, girls might feel 
they are “not being aggressive and competitive enough 
to be entrepreneurs’’ (Brüne & Lutz, 2020, p. 281). 

In addition, the competitive nature of the 
entrepreneurial world might conflict with learned 
gender roles and stereotypes, so even when women 
are as competent as men in entrepreneurship, 
the dissonance between the environment and 
internalized gender role expectations can stagnate 
women’s entrepreneurial intentions (Bergman et 
al., 2011). Therefore, it is imperative to address the 
specific barriers that young women face in becoming 
entrepreneurs, and to mitigate or eradicate those 
barriers in order to cultivate best practices for 
entrepreneurship programming (Bergman et al., 
2011; Brüne & Lutz, 2020; Kourilsky & Walstad, 1998; 
Openshaw & Noble, 2017).

Four strategies are identified in the literature that 
increase girls’ entrepreneurial intentions, self-efficacy, 
and participation: 

Girls-only programs can help address the disparity 
in girls’ participation in entrepreneurship and meet 
their unique learning needs. Increasing exposure to 
entrepreneurship for girls includes creating spaces 
for curiosity through experiential and project-based 
learning; supporting that environment by providing 
prompts and probing questions; and helping 
girls develop a comprehensive entrepreneurial 
knowledge base through experiential learning during 
and outside of classroom time (Glangchai, 2018; 
Kourilsky & Walstad, 1998; Openshaw & Noble, 2017). 
Encouraging a growth mindset towards failure is also 
emphasized, to ensure that girls learn to view failure 
as an opportunity to overcome challenges, learn from 
them, and develop new skills (Glangchai, 2018). 

Exposing girls to entrepreneurship at earlier life stages 
lays the foundation for their future entrepreneurial 
mindsets (Glangchai, 2018; Openshaw & Noble, 2017). 
For example, if girls are exposed to the possibility of 
becoming entrepreneurs at a young age, they are less 
likely to have significant doubts about their competence 
in this realm as they grow older (Openshaw & 
Noble, 2017). While Openshaw and Noble (2017) 
suggest exposing girls to entrepreneurship in high 
school, Glangchai (2018) suggests engaging girls in 
entrepreneurship learning as early as age five, during 
the developmental stage characterized by exploration, 
problem identification, and solution generation. 

$

creating girls-only 
programs; 

increasing girls’ exposure to 
entrepreneurial knowledge 
and programs;

exposing girls to 
entrepreneurship when 
they are young; 

and providing girls with 
female entrepreneur 
role models.

1 2

3 4
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Lastly, exposure to women entrepreneur role models 
has a positive impact on girls in numerous ways. 
Women role models can help girls understand that 
entrepreneurship is feasible and possible for them too, 
which can increase their entrepreneurial self-efficacy 
(Bechthold & Rosendahl Huber, 2018; Bergman et al., 
2011; Glangchai, 2018; Karimi et al., 2014). Meeting 
other girl entrepreneurs might offer them their first 
exposure to or contact with entrepreneurial peers, 
as was the case for girls in the VentureLab program 
studied by Glangchai (2018). As Glangchai (2018) 
articulates, “We all need role models that we can 
identify with and aspire to emulate, and female role 
models are all around us if only we make the effort 
to find them” (p. 240). In addition, matching girls with 
women role models can be effective in eradicating 
negative career stereotypes such as the belief that 
women cannot be entrepreneurs (Karimi et al., 2014). 
Ideally, role models should be easily accessible 
and develop one-on-one or small-group mentoring 
relationships with the girls; these relationships offer 
more opportunities for informal learning, which 
increases entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Karimi et al., 
2014). Schools can also invite guest speakers to share 
their stories and real-life examples of their success, 
further increasing girls’ perception of entrepreneurship 
as a feasible career path (Karimi et al., 2014; Studdard 
et al., 2013). 

In addition to role models within arm’s reach, women 
entrepreneur role models with public profiles are 
also critical to changing the cultural narrative of 
what successful entrepreneurs look like. Women 
entrepreneurs have identified the need to increase 
media coverage of their peers’ stories (Taberna et al., 
2019). Currently, mainstream North American media 
shows a marked lack of representation of girls and 
women in entrepreneurship; this affects how girls 
see their place in the world and can influence their 
overall confidence and career aspirations (Goulds et 
al., 2019). Media coverage of any kind around women 
in entrepreneurship will further expose girls to role 
models, which may spark new or kindle existing 
interest in entrepreneurship and social innovation. 

CONCLUSION

There is much value in studying women in 
entrepreneurship in general because women 
entrepreneurs are significant contributors to the 
global economy (Bergman et al., 2011), in addition to 
correcting the imbalance of research on the subject 
in the literature. This literature review examines the 
pedagogical, social, and personal value of engaging 
girls in social entrepreneurship activities, as reflected 
in current/extant scholarship. 

Branksome Hall’s own Noodle social innovation 
program, begun in 2019, will provide a rare 
opportunity to study the experiences and reflections 
of girls as they are introduced to and engage in social 
entrepreneurship activities and learning. Students in 
the Noodle program have access to faculty, expert 
advisors, and entrepreneurs with the specialized 
know-how necessary to help them develop and refine 
their ideas. The program culminates with student 
teams pitching their innovations to a panel of expert 
judges for the chance to win one of three Mary 
LESSLIE Hallward’74 Innovation Awards. We look 
forward to sharing our research findings from the first 
cycle of the Noodle in future publications.
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Resources for Practitioners 

NAME OF ORGANIZATION/
PROGRAM

DESCRIPTION

Junior Achievement (JA)
JA Education Resource Links 

Economics Teacher Resources

Economics Self-guided 
Activities and Videos

A global program with chapters in Ontario 
and across Canada. It helps students build 
entrepreneurship and employability skills. JA 
programs include job shadowing, summer 
camps, financial literacy workshops, etc. 

JA Education Resource Links provides 
resources for students, from elementary 
to high school, and their teachers and 
parents, including worksheets and videos 
on entrepreneurship and financial literacy. 

European Schoolnet
Open Book of Innovation 
Education

The Open Book examines how innovation, 
especially technology-inspired innovation is 
defined, showcasing over a hundred ground-
breaking initiatives in schools across Europe. 

Includes resources for:

• Policymakers
• Education practitioners
• Researchers
• Funding bodies

K-12 InVenture Prize 
Competition (K12IP)
About Georgia Tech K-12 In 
Venture Prize

K-12 Lesson Plans

An invention competition held in Georgia, 
USA. Over several months, students work in 
groups of two to identify a problem across 
any discipline and geographic range (local, 
national, and/or global), and develop a 
solution in the form of an idea and/or physical 
prototype. Afterwards, students share their 
idea/prototype in a school competition. 
Winners proceed to state finals. 

Resources include:

• Lesson plans for Grades 1–3, 4–8, 9–12
• Videos
• Information for hosting your own 

competitions

Lemonade Day
About Lemonade Day

Resource Dropbox

A US program helping children and youth 
to set up their own stands on a community-
wide Lemonade Day event, developing their 
entrepreneurship skills in the process. 

The organization offers a centralized, 
comprehensive bank of resources to model 
the Lemonade Day program, including: 

• Teachers’ guides 
• Mentor guides 
• Parent invitation 
• Posters

EntreEd: 
The National Consortium 
for Entrepreneurship 
Education 
EntreEd Lesson Kickstarters

A database of resources for entrepreneurship 
lessons and school programming. 
Kickstarters are organized by grade range 
and subject area(s) (science, math,  social 
studies, physical education, health, 

engineering, economics, music, and English 
language arts).

University of Arkansas:  
The Sam M. Walton College 
of Business
Entrepreneurship Curriculum

This resource contains 9 activities and 
sample business plans created by teachers in 
Arkansas, USA. Some materials are

context-specific but can be adapted.

Network for Teaching 
Entrepreneurship (NFTE)
Entrepreneurship Education 
Resources

This non-profit organization provides 
resources to create experiential and project-
based learning. 

Resources include: 

• Classroom posters on entrepreneurship 
• A lean canvas model worksheet 
• Calculators and modeling tools 
• Interactive resources on entrepreneurial   

mindset domains 
• Resource kits on innovation and design 

thinking challenges

https://sites.google.com/ja.org/ja-ed-resources/home
https://sites.google.com/ja.org/ja-econ-resources/home/teacher
https://sites.google.com/ja.org/ja-econ-resources/home
https://sites.google.com/ja.org/ja-econ-resources/home
http://www.eun.org/resources/detail?publicationID=1101
http://www.eun.org/resources/detail?publicationID=1101
https://k12inventure.gatech.edu/about-georgia-tech-k-12-inventure-prize
https://k12inventure.gatech.edu/about-georgia-tech-k-12-inventure-prize
https://www.k12inventure.org
https://lemonadeday.org
https://lemonadeday.app.box.com/v/adultresources
https://www.entre-ed.org/lesson-kickstarters
https://bmcee.uark.edu/teaching-resources-entrepreneurship.php
https://www.nfte.com/free-resources/
https://www.nfte.com/free-resources/
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