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ABSTRACT: Extracurricular programs designed to provide Ontario’s university 
students with an opportunity to explore and develop their entrepreneurial talents 
are now at every university in Ontario. Largely ignored by mainstream scholars, 
the significance of such extracurricular programs should not be under-estimated 
simply because they are not part of the regular curriculum in most programs. On 
the contrary, the new entrepreneurial programs mark the ascension of neoliberal 
notions of self-help and self-reliance to the very core of Ontario’s universities. 
Tracking the development and evolution of neoliberal understandings of entrepre-
neurship, helps to illustrate how being an entrepreneur and being entrepreneurial 
are the by-products of very calculated efforts by Chicago School economists Milton 
Friedman, Arthur Director and others. Accounting for the agency of students is also 
critical to understanding the recent outgrowth of extracurricular entrepreneurial 
programs, just as it is to understanding the potential to press back against the 
neoliberal program.
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All too frequently, the degree to which students and faculty have been 
active agents in making and maintaining Ontario’s system of higher 
education is either ignored or underestimated. And in so failing to either 
recognize or sufficiently emphasize the agency of students and faculty 
in making higher education in the province, scholars have often tended 
to also underestimate how rooted and extensive neoliberalism is, not just 
within the university but also, and perhaps more importantly, outside 
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on another significant, though far less commented on, manifestation of 
neoliberalism: the idea that students could be entrepreneurs, or even 
that entrepreneurialism could be learned. Before turning to this issue, it 
is helpful to briefly explore the ambiguity just described. 

In a recent report by the body that represents all of Ontario’s univer-
sities, the Council of Ontario Universities (COU), entrepreneurship is 
described in terms that do little to help readers understand that the busi-
ness incubators and crowd-funding programs explored therein, are in 
fact extra-curricular, optional, and not intended as mandated interven-
tions into curricular design:

“Entrepreneurship, upon which economists say economic growth 
depends, has moved from the margins to the mainstream of univer-
sity education. There are entire programs devoted to teaching stu-
dents what it takes to invent the next big thing, attract investors and 
take their service or product to market…As a result, universities are 
now preparing students to create their own jobs, as well as jobs for 
other people. At the core, they are developing an innovation capacity 
in students that will enable them to be “intra-preneurs” – employees 
who behave like entrepreneurs within the context of a large orga-
nization. This is much more than an interesting campus trend. It is 
the key to success for many thousands of students. It is vital to the 
strength of the economy … Many thousands of students a year are 
learning entrepreneurship in dozens of programs and hundreds of 
courses at Ontario’s 21 publicly funded universities. This focus on 
innovation is reaping rewards, with hundreds of startup companies 
being created each year.” (COU, 2013, 1)

The Government of Ontario has also suggested that the proper 
purview of “entrepreneurial education” is rather broad. In a recent 
discussion paper intended to frame debate over higher education policy 
in the Province, the Government asks:

“The government is committed to providing new and dedicated sup-
port for Ontario’s young entrepreneurs. How can the postsecondary 
education system contribute to this objective through experiential 
learning initiatives? What kinds of curricula, programs, or support 
are needed to increase the labour-market readiness and entrepre-
neurship capacity of students graduating from Ontario colleges and 
universities? What lessons can be learned from the apprenticeship 




