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Abstract

The relevance of Business Studies Education (BSE) at school and in higher education is undisputed, given the rising levels of youth unemployment and the need for an appropriate skill set for potential entrepreneurs. Although a relatively large corpus of general business education literature is available, the same does not necessarily apply to published research related specifically to business studies teaching and learning at school and in teacher education. The aim of this research was to explore the scope, similarities, differences and potential gaps in the teaching and learning of Business Studies within school and teacher education contexts. A meta-study methodology was applied in this study to provide a comprehensive review and synthesis of peer-reviewed research publications in business studies education. An overview of the challenges facing BSE within the South African context is provided. A framework encompassing situational, pedagogical, practical and disciplinary knowledge areas guided the analytical overview to underscore the limitations and particular points of focus of current and past research. In addition, the meta-study set out to establish the scope, similarities and differences of promising areas for future research. Findings suggest that BSE research remains limited, entrepreneurship is an important focus for research and that not enough research has been conducted about situational knowledge. Recommendations include the need to analyse the complexities of teacher education and training, to investigate and critique the theoretical foundations of business studies education and to evaluate the shifts in school curriculum policy, development and design.
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Introduction

Business education at school level (SL) is often geared towards the acquisition of knowledge and skills for potential employability, enterprise capability and responsible citizenship.1 Learners make career and prospective study choices based on the subjects they study at SL, signalling the crucial role an education system plays.2,3 Business Studies is an ideal school subject that could help prepare young people to make sense of the fast-paced business and technological advancements in the world of work. However, the subject is facing some challenges, such as its perceived low status in comparison to other established subjects1 and the limited research conducted in the field within the contexts of school and teacher education (TE).

Quite a large corpus of general business education literature is available, but it is difficult to establish the scope of research on Business Studies Education (BSE). Business studies education refers to the teaching and learning of business knowledge at SL and in TE. The question arises as follows: how can BSE best practices based on existing literature provide guidance to business teacher educators, practitioners and researchers? Of greater concern is that the depth and breadth of the research undertaken on BSE in South Africa are relatively unknown. The aim of this article was to examine the similarities and differences in existing research studies to identify the knowledge gaps in the literature on business studies teaching and learning. Identifying these gaps could be a catalyst to develop practice and research guidelines for the future.

Business Studies is regarded as a theoretical subject because it has a well-established body of content knowledge. The subject matter content knowledge is what Young et al.4 refer to as powerful (specialised) knowledge, which is reliable, and which should be prioritised in the curriculum. The acquisition of powerful knowledge presents an opportunity for learners to excel beyond their everyday lives. Hordern5 advises that the pedagogical challenge is to make powerful knowledge relevant to all learners from all backgrounds. Business Studies also incorporates a vocational component because it is perceived as a preparation for employment in business, although this view is less prevalent in South Africa. In some instances, pedagogical shifts are needed, which entail adjusting to the context and the diversity of learners where learning takes place. The teaching and learning process therefore requires a combination of knowledge areas, such as discipline-specific knowledge, knowledge about pedagogy and the curriculum, knowledge about the learners and their context and practical knowledge. These four knowledge areas are included in the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education Qualification (MRTEQ) as important learning areas for TE, which are then cascaded down to the school context.6 These knowledge areas consequently underpin the thematic analysis in this meta-study.

This article presents the findings from a meta-study of the scope of research conducted in BSE from 1994 to 2015 as it relates to pre-service and in-service teaching and learning in South Africa. Pre-service teaching and learning refer to the TE context and in-service refers to the school context where teaching and learning take place.

Literature review and background of the study

Business education was founded based on its relevance to the business world and its usefulness to students in terms of its real-life application.7 Business knowledge not only became increasingly important as corporations competed in the global arena, but also became important in the handling of personal finances and making informed decisions as consumers. Fierce competitiveness led to the adoption of an underlying principle that business curricula should be developed based on what employers (businesses) wanted, and to a lesser degree on what is beneficial for society or the environment. Stronach8 argues that the business education curricula rarely show educational relevance in terms of its teaching and (vocational) learning. Instead, it generally has a focus on instrumentality within a particular economic model or paradigm. There has been ongoing critique of the value of business education and the trends and limitations of research conducted in the field. Whilst the value of business knowledge at SL is acknowledged,1,2,3 the research conducted in school and TE contexts remains inadequate.

Business education within a South African school context includes subjects such as Economic and Management Sciences (grades 7–9) and Business Studies, Economics and Accounting in the further education and training (FET) phase (grades 10–12). Business Studies therefore takes place at high school and TE institutions, with the focus on the teaching and learning of the theory and practice, and of business principles that, for example, underpin the development of entrepreneurial initiatives, sustainable enterprises and economic growth.9 According to the Curriculum Assessment and Policy Statement (CAPS)9 for Business Studies in the FET phase, the subject ‘deals with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values critical for informed, productive, ethical and responsible participation in the formal and informal economic sectors’ (p. 8). Since 1994, there were several curriculum restructuring processes to address the ills of an unequal apartheid education system. In the South African context, we refer to a learner as someone who is enrolled at a school and a student who is enrolled at a higher education institution – this distinction is adhered to in this article. With the inception of CAPS in 2012, an increased level of rigour and critical understanding of the subject matter was required from a learner and student-teacher perspective.10 Moreover, a change in pedagogical content knowledge was required to reflect changing contexts and practices. Business Studies knowledge is mostly theoretical; however, an active learning pedagogy is almost imperative to heighten social responsibility, ‘real-world’ relevance and the acquisition of an adaptable skill set for a fast-changing (technological) business environment.11 Alsagheer et al.12 are of the view that BSE is not as widespread globally and does not get so much attention in the literature. America and Le Grange13 also point out that there has been limited research on the training of business education teachers at higher education levels. They argue that because TE is a field that functions at the interface of higher education and schooling, the complexity and context of the school system (in)directly affect TE programmes. We discuss some of these complexities briefly here.

Firstly, business education curriculum policies are often devoid of any substantive philosophical grounding.7 Besides, any semblance of the underlying philosophy of business education is usually justified based on the functional needs of the business and the ultimate vision of economic growth for the country. Fisher7 argues that the conceptual basis and theoretical framework of business education do not essentially rely on the educative value of the development of the person who studies business phenomena. Furthermore, a curriculum is generally the mouthpiece of a government’s sociopolitical and economic goals; therefore, teaching and learning are normally aligned to such goals. Maistry et al.14 are of the opinion that business education has shown an ideological bias, which is couched within a predominant neoclassical economic world view that is mostly unrelated to local (South) African realities. Moreover, BSE is underpinned by a predominant theory of productivity and competitiveness and does not really reflect a theoretical basis that integrates educational theories. Critical reflection why production takes place and how it affects the various stakeholders (including society)8 are still relevant today and, as purported by America,15,16 are particularly appropriate in BSE at SL. Yet, there is limited research on pedagogy and critical reflexive teaching in BSE.

Secondly, the BSE curriculum has four main topics that encompass the subject matter knowledge: business environments, business operations, business roles and business ventures. These topics are linked to the comprehension and critical thinking on specific business activities, learning objectives and teaching strategies. Four broad types of knowledge as stipulated in MRTEQ are relevant to this research because they are applicable to pre-service teaching (student-teachers). Moreover, they are also relevant to in-service teachers (practising teachers), who are in continuous interaction with the four types of knowledge:


	disciplinary knowledge: disciplinary or subject matter knowledge

	situational knowledge: situations, contexts, environments of education

	practical knowledge: teaching practice

	pedagogical knowledge: how to teach – curriculum, assessment, learners.6



The inter-relatedness of the four themes is particularly evident in the acquisition of specialised knowledge (disciplinary or content knowledge) as argued by Rusznyak,17 which Young et al.4 referred to as powerful knowledge or reliable knowledge. Young et al.4 aver that powerful knowledge resides within a formal structure where specialised knowledge is not acquired or produced informally or forms part of people’s everyday lives. These formal structures include schools and universities where specialised knowledge communities exist with rules, concepts and boundaries. However, not much has been reported on powerful knowledge in BSE curricula, or the locus of concepts within the knowledge structures of the subject.

Thirdly, the pedagogical challenge is to make subject matter content knowledge relevant to students from diverse backgrounds, as stated by Hordern.5 Pedagogical approaches and the selection of resource material are pivotal to make the subject content relevant to students. Maistry et al.14 argue that the dominant resources for BSE have been adopted from a Western and/or Eurocentric world view in which perceptions revolve around a male, white and liberal view of reality. Fisher7 also claims that the challenge for BSE research on pedagogy is that limited research has been undertaken on the theory–practice relationship and the development of skills to create a viable theory-in-practice or praxis.

Fourthly, the lack of status and value in business education, as claimed by Alsagheer et al.,12 has increasingly been questioned, not only for the attainment of exit-level outcomes, but also for how it is perceived as a field of study. This apparent lack of status emanates from the comparison of science and mathematics competencies as scarce skills. In undergraduate programmes at many education faculties, business education is an elective. America15 avers that not many students choose it as their area of specialisation, because they are more likely to get a student bursary from the government if they choose science or mathematics. Moreover, researchers have pointed to a growing gap between the skills needed in the business world and what is being taught in higher education institutions.12,18

Fifthly, according to Brant et al.,1 the academic versus vocational divide influences curriculum development and the credibility of business studies as an academic subject. Business Studies is often criticised as being insufficiently practical as vocational preparation, implied as the vocational or theoretical dichotomy. The complexity of the educational system and the over-reliance on summative assessment for the curriculum outcomes have an impact on the resources needed for practical learning. The school environment is often criticised for the vocation or theory dichotomy in overstressing academic content at the expense of students gaining practical experience. In TE, the practice teaching component forms an integral part of their training. In the case of business education, real-world relevance is more important than ever.11,16,19 BSE teachers, with the support of the school management, can create awareness and encourage enterprising behaviour, creativity, skills and competency development.2,20,21,22 Unfortunately, not enough research has been conducted on enterprise and business education for initial TE.23

The above concerns informed the scope and conceptual framework of this research, which encompasses the four key knowledge areas that focus on subject matter, context (situational), pedagogy and the practical aspects of the teaching and learning process.

Methodology

A meta-study is applied to interpret and systematically review primary research to reveal the similarities and differences across a range of different studies.24 A meta-study is different from a traditional literature review in that it is conducted in a methodical (or systematic) and unbiased manner, according to a pre-specified protocol.25 Of specific interest in this case was the scope of peer-reviewed research publications about BSE in South Africa between 1994 and 2015 according to four themes: situational knowledge, content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and practical knowledge. These four themes broadly cover the key aspects identified in the literature review on the challenges in BSE within the South African context.

The analysis process of this meta-study starts with the identification of studies that comply with the pre-specified protocol, followed by the (re)interpretation according to the four themes identified, after which the data are appraised and key findings are summarised. In addition, the reasons for the different results across studies and limitations of current knowledge are presented.26 Booth27 is of the view that the results of such a systematic review could lead to the development of new knowledge, a synthesis or interpretative conversion of the new knowledge.

We reviewed the protocols employed by Dempster,25 Khan et al.28 and Moher et al.29 For the purposes of this research, the inclusion criteria were the following:


	All studies must be conducted on South Africa.

	Journal article publications that were peer reviewed and published between 1994 and 2015:

	must be accessible to the researchers

	should include research in BSE or BSE combined with other school subjects

	should focus on practices or aspects (pedagogy, resources, content, curriculum, philosophy, etc.) related to in-service (school-based) and pre-service teaching and learning (TE).






These inclusion criteria formed the basis for the keywords that were used. Each of these keywords was linked with ‘South Africa and with advanced search items ‘teach*’ and ‘school*’. The numbers in brackets reveal the number of initial search items for all the databases:


	business education = 4450

	business studies education = 5065

	business teacher* = 3057

	business studies teacher* = 2859.



Figure 129 shows a flow diagram of the different screening stages. The reason why the initial search was so high (15 431) is because ‘business’ and ‘school’ also appeared as ‘business school’ referring in most cases to research related to courses such as a Master in Business Administration offered at a business school. With the assistance of the university’s librarian, the databases included in this research were Scopus, EBSCO (the EBSCO collections included Academic Search Premier, Africa-Wide Information, Business Source Premier, MasterFILE Premier and Teacher Reference Center), Emerald, Nexus and SAePublications.
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The next step was to remove all the duplicates, search for title and content relevance of the abstracts, which produced a total of 57 articles. We then screened the articles for relevance at the full-text level, and in the process 44 were excluded, thus leaving us with 13 articles. However, three articles had a (negligible) mention of the teaching of Business Studies, which were therefore excluded, leaving a final number of 10 articles for the study. The predominant focus of the excluded three articles was on societal impact factors in general.

Mendeley and Excel were used as tools to organise and code the results. Mendeley, specifically, was chosen for its suitability for working with published literature (as opposed to a tool such as Atlasti, which is more generic) as well as for its collaborative functionality. All decisions used in compiling the information were explicit, reducing potential bias and ensuring the quality of the review process.

The 10 documents included were coded at the first level into two main categories: (1) TE, which included articles about pre-service student-teachers doing Business Studies as a specialisation subject, which reflect research conducted within but not exclusive to an education faculty; and (2) research related to SL Business Studies and in-service teacher development.

The articles about business management undergraduate courses and academic performance or academic development were removed from the final data set, unless they dealt with TE and business studies at SL.

The aim of this meta-study was to give an overview of the focal points of the publications to establish the trends and future directions for BSE in South Africa. The final 10 articles had been published in six journals. Dissertations are excluded, as many could not be sourced full text. Table 1 summarises the analysis, followed by a discussion based on, and in some instances a combination of, the aspects of disciplinary, situational, practical and pedagogical knowledge.
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Table 1 highlights the various gaps in the respective themes. The structure of the table was adapted from the outline used in the research of Rusznyak17 and Minnaar24 and focused attention on the sub-themes within the four broad types of knowledge.

Results and discussion

The gaps in BSE disciplinary knowledge relate to its theoretical foundations based on philosophy, psychology, politics, sociology, historical perspectives, professional ethics and relationships and the economics of education. Many of these gaps signify the need for BSE to be conceptualised at a much broader socio-economic and even political level. These are areas for research which could foster a developmental and transformative way of thinking about BSE. Another limitation is reflective practice inquiries, such as self-study methodology. Self-study broadly refers to a study based on a teacher educator’s reflection of his or her own practice, experience and action for reflection and has become more prevalent since the 1990s.38 Using a self-study methodology could be an appropriate avenue to explore ethical and moral issues in BSE.39

The gaps in terms of pedagogy reflect issues of inclusivity and curriculum inquiry.13 America and Le Grange13 claim that teacher educators of BSE are often criticised for not being critical enough about the formal curriculum to mediate learning that raises questions about the conduct and decision-making of corporate businesses. Moreover, this gap could also sensitise researchers towards the decolonisation of the BSE curriculum, because there is a silence in the selected articles in this regard. For example, an important resource in BSE is business case studies, which are mostly written from a Western and/or Eurocentric world view with a neoclassical ideological bias mostly devoid of local (South) African realities. Over the years, business studies educators became dependent on these knowledge systems, epistemological traditions and curriculum materials.

In all the articles, only the specific focus on Business Studies was considered and the scope of the analysis was confined to the following four themes discussed as the conceptual framework earlier: disciplinary, situational, practical and pedagogical knowledge.

Disciplinary knowledge

Entrepreneurship is highlighted in the research by Gouws et al.30 and Meintjies et al.3 as important content within the school context. They apply intervention strategies to reinforce the relevance of entrepreneurship in BSE through powerful knowledge and key threshold concepts integrated with the vocational element. Burger et al.31 examined the impact of the business-related knowledge (formal and informal) of grade 12 learners on their entrepreneurial attitudes. Formal education here referred to business-related education at SL. Informal education referred to their practical experiences and skills acquired because of part-time work in business environments as well as previous exposure to entrepreneurial role models. They present the findings of learners who have either Economics, Business Studies and/or Accounting as school subjects as well as a non-curriculum subject, entrepreneurship. Isaacs et al.32 assessed the levels of entrepreneurship education at the FET level by looking at policy, practice and the context within entrepreneurship education. They argue for education for entrepreneurship as opposed to education about entrepreneurship. They found that there is a need for schools to specialise in entrepreneurship education and training, for opportunities to be created and for resources made available to stimulate and facilitate such initiatives.15

Pedagogical knowledge

Pedagogical content knowledge refers to knowledge about the curriculum and pedagogy. How to teach aspects of the curriculum, learners and/or assessment form part of this category. Meintjies et al.3 presented practical exposure in a simulated business environment through active learning. Their goal was to enrich the curriculum through the enhancement of entrepreneurial competencies and to develop problem-solving capabilities. Gouws and Russell30 proposed shifts in the curriculum from the outcomes-based assessment of learning to assessment for learning by means of a 3-year project-based practical intervention for grade 12 learners. Their first project was based on selecting and designing appropriate teaching resources and the second one was a project on environmentalism and sustainable consumerism. Apart from the learners’ involvement in addressing real social problems as part of their project, the Business Studies teacher, who was the project mentor, was also interviewed. The authors’30 proposition is for learners to develop the skills to do research and to have proper scientific research principles as part of the curriculum, whilst students are addressing the real social problems as part of the project.

Textbooks are key teaching and learning resources, which should transmit and control knowledge within the boundaries and values of the Constitution. However, not all textbooks comply with these values, as seen in the way that Maistry et al.35 explored the gendered characteristics in their analysis of two Business Studies textbooks. If teachers use this textbook uncritically, it may reinforce the specific values and ideologies of the authors or serve as a mouthpiece for a specific political allegiance. Their findings suggest that textbooks continue to reinforce gender bias. The suggestion is that curriculum material in schools should be selected carefully to ensure that gender equality is included in resources. In the context of accounting at SL, Ngwenya et al.40 cautioned that teachers must be circumspect about in their use of and over-reliance on textbooks, even though textbooks play a pivotal role in providing structure, support and guidance to the learners.

Insights into the views of teachers of business education (including Accounting, Economics and Business Studies) on the adoption of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in the classroom are put forward by Govender et al.36 They argued that because of the ubiquitous nature of technology initiatives across the world, the perceived usefulness and relative advantage for ICT pedagogy must be considered. Whilst BSE teachers are, in general, positive about the compatibility of ICT with their current teaching practices, they also cautioned that time constraints and facilitating conditions are not always conducive to such innovativeness.

As discussed by Mtshali et al.,37 Business Studies student-teachers’ experience of and reaction to the use of online chats as part of the course offering enables students to comment on new work as they progress with curriculum content. This means that collaboration is enhanced as they share curriculum content and their views. North34 provided an account of curriculum renewal leading up to the implementation of Curriculum 2005 and beyond where learners, teachers and the private sector were engaged in entrepreneurial programmes.15 Findings suggest that by introducing deliberate and consistent practices, students can become critically aware of and confident in interrogating disciplinary content in business.

Practical knowledge

This theme focuses on the practical aspect of teacher training and professional development for in-service teachers. North34 provided a comprehensive background to the introduction of entrepreneurship education and the training of teachers in entrepreneurship programmes in schools during a curriculum renewal process in 1994 and later as part of Curriculum 2005. The research focused on the entrepreneurship initiatives that were undertaken by role-players in the private sector and curriculum developers.

Situational knowledge

As argued by Kroon et al.,33 the role and perceptions of business people and entrepreneurial learnership programmes at schools have increased the skills requirements of the workplace drastically and this may have outstripped the education system’s capacity to provide the needed skills effectively. They found that most business employers do not believe that schools provide the necessary skills needed for the business world. To address this skills gap, they recommend a structured youth entrepreneurial learnership programme at SL. North34 gives an account of entrepreneurship initiatives by various role-players in the private sector and education sectors. He describes the historical background of entrepreneurship education, informal training of in-service teachers and the perspectives of learners about the relevance of entrepreneurship education in the school curriculum.

The above discussion illustrates the current scope of BSE research as well as the gaps in the literature. Mostly qualitative studies were conducted with interviews and observations as data collection methods. Gouws et al.30 used a case study design to gain greater insight into the dynamics of assessment for learning. Maistry et al.35 applied critical discourse analyses to evaluate the textbooks through open coding, analysing sentences, phrases and words focusing on the insinuations, tone and the language that imply power relations. Isaacs et al.32 used telephonic interviews consisting of questions related to the state, challenges and opportunities for improvement of entrepreneurship education at schools. Mtshali et al.37 preferred personal reflective journals, focus group discussions, individual interviews and a quantitative component by means of a questionnaire. They applied a phenomenological approach to unveil what the student-teachers’ experiences of learning are by using online chats to serve as knowledge repositories that can enhance greater student engagement with learning.15 Quantitative approaches by Govender et al.,36 Burger et al.31 and Kroon et al.33 were applied by means of question-based scenarios using descriptive and exploratory approaches to analyse the data.

As with most research, this research has also some limitations. Even though we used a wide selection of databases, and with the assistance of the research librarian, there is a possibility that some publications could not be ‘picked up’ by the searches. Another limitation is that a specific time frame had to be established beforehand to allow enough time for the searches, cross-checking, organising and analysis of the data. There may have been other publications after 2015 which could have addressed some of the gaps identified. We acknowledge that different criteria could have led to different conclusions; however, we deemed the four knowledge factors we applied, namely, disciplinary, situational, practical and pedagogical knowledge, as most appropriate for our objectives. We also localised the research only to a South African context, which may not be generalisable to other contexts. More research is needed to identify other challenges within the school and TE context for Business Studies.

Conclusion

The relevance of BSE in school curriculum is undisputed, yet this review shows that there are gaps in the scope of research conducted on BSE from 1994 to 2015. The gaps that need to be addressed include the need for disciplinary knowledge to be evaluated much more broadly, for example, the philosophical foundations, socio-economic and political imperatives within the discipline, a historical overview and ethical and professional relationships. There is also a gap in terms of reflective practices when it comes to practical knowledge. In pedagogy, the gaps had to do with issues of inclusivity and curriculum inquiry. Entrepreneurship appears to be a common and important focal point in the research under the disciplinary knowledge theme, all four studies were conducted at SL. This clearly reflects the importance that researchers attach to cultivating entrepreneurial knowledge and skills from a young age and even to the need for gaining practical experience and exposure as part of curriculum outcomes. Other similarities emerged about situational knowledge and the school environment about the linkages between the education system, private sector requirements and informal sector skills requirements. Most of the research conducted on pedagogical knowledge was at the SL, with most studies focusing on how learning takes place, alternative forms, teaching resources and (e-)learning interventions.

This meta-study devoted attention to content knowledge, situational knowledge, practical knowledge and pedagogical knowledge within a TE and an SL context. The upshot of this synthesis is the identification of promising areas for new research initiatives and continuous contestation of BSE knowledge through publication output. The following are some of the areas of research that could be further explored. Firstly, the apartheid legacy still has repercussions in the socio-economic environment in which the learners (and teachers) find themselves, such as poverty and inequality, high unemployment, child-headed households, crime and illiteracy amongst parents – all of which have a negative impact on the South African school system. A developmental and transformative conceptualisation of BSE within the current educational landscape could be therefore explored. Secondly, self-study methodology is gaining traction in TE research. As part of the practical knowledge theme, self-study inquiry could be encouraged in BSE to promote reflective practice. Thirdly, TE and training (in)directly impact the school system. More research is needed to encourage critical thinking at the TE level, for example, to encourage in-service teachers to critique curriculum policy, be circumspect about their selection of teaching and learning resources and to develop sensitivities to curriculum debates such the decolonisation of the curriculum. Another aspect for further research is the philosophical grounding of BSE disciplinary knowledge, the needs of society and the shifts in curriculum policy, development and design.
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2011;8(3):483-503. https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2011.618664

Note: Please see the full reference list of the article, America C, Skelly L. 2021, Exploring the
scope of and gaps in the teaching and learning of Business Studies at school and teacher
education levels. J transdiscipl res S Afr. 2021;17(1), a1040. https://doi.org/10.4102/td.
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