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MGT 326
Small Business Field Studies

Spring 2026
Section 1 Tuesday 11:00am – 12:15pm, State Farm Hall of Business 0355
    Thursday (asynchronous online) 
	
Instructor:
	
Xian Cao

	Email:
	xcao2@ilstu.edu

	Office:
Phone: 
	211, State Farm Hall of Business
(217) 372-7568

	Office Hours:

	Tuesday/Thursday 9:00 am – 10:30 am, SFHB 211
Friday via Zoom and By Appointment at https://calendly.com/xiancao223




I. Course Description and Objectives

Course Description: 

Do you remember why you chose entrepreneurship as your major or minor? What is your entrepreneurial dream? Perhaps it’s opening a cozy café near campus, launching a trendy food truck that captures your passion, or creating a company producing irresistible healthy snack bars. MGT326 is designed to bring you closer to achieving that dream. 

This course isn’t about class projects you’ll likely never revisit after graduation. Instead, you’ll gain practical, hands-on experience developing your own venture, building on the foundational entrepreneurial knowledge you’ve already acquired. For instance, rather than discussing concepts like market research, you’ll conduct actual market research tailored to your business. Instead of just learning about financial projections, you’ll create detailed financial projections specific to your venture.

By the end of the semester, you will have tangible outcomes—whether it’s a professionally recorded elevator pitch ready for competitions, a polished business plan suitable for investor discussions, or valuable experience applying for funding through the Means Center for Entrepreneurship Studies. 

This course emphasizes working on your personal entrepreneurial vision. You’re welcome to form co-founding teams if collaboration aligns with your goals, but historically, most students have pursued their individual venture ideas. I don’t mind seeing 30 students present 30 different business concepts—in fact, I’m excited to support each of you in growing your ideas and reaching your entrepreneurial goals.

Learning Objectives:

· For your own venture idea: 
· Be able to refine business opportunities effectively; 
· Be able to conduct market and industry research using both primary and secondary resources;  
· Be able to create a comprehensive business model; 
· Be able to make financial forecasting for new venture planning;
· Be able to develop a professional business plan and deliver an elevator pitch;
· Be able to think creatively and critically throughout the entrepreneurial process;
· Be able to integrate accumulated knowledge from other functional courses, such as Accounting, Economics, Finance, Marketing, and Human Resource Management.

II. Course Materials and Preparation

Learning Sources:
https://learn.fasttrac.org/
https://www.kauffman.org/entrepreneurship/
https://www.sba.gov/
https://scholar.google.com/

Computer and Internet Access:
You will need a computer and internet access to attend discussions.

Canvas:
Course materials will be posted on the Illinois State Canvas. Students are expected to check it for materials and announcements frequently. 

III. Grading

Course grades will be determined as follows:

Graded Work:							Maximum Score (500 points)		

Individual Assignments 	
	Study Reports 50×6                                                    300
	Attendance						50
	Online Discussions                                                     50

Individual or Group Assignments
	Deliverable Products
	
	Option 1
		Recorded Elevator Pitch			50
		(Written) Business Plan			50

	Option 2
		Funding Application                                       50
		(Written) Summary 				50
		            
Grading Scale:
	A
	>= 450 Points
	B
	400-449
	
	

	C
	350-399
	D
	300-349
	F
	<= 299




IV. Assignments

Your grade will be based on these assignments. 

Individual Assignments:

· Study Reports (up to 6×50 points)                              

You are required to submit a total of six study reports throughout the course. These reports should address questions related to your entrepreneurial venture. Details on the questions and requirements will be posted on Canvas. Please consult the course schedule for submission deadlines. Late submissions will incur a 5 points penalty.

· Attendance (up to 50 points)

Whether you choose to work as a solo founder or as part of a co-founding team, your attendance and active participation are essential. If you anticipate any schedule conflicts (e.g., interviews, religious observances, or work commitments), please notify me in advance via email. Unexcused absences will result in a 2 points deduction per occurrence. Lack of meaningful participation during class activities may also negatively affect your participation grade.

In addition, each student is required to schedule one 30-minute one-on-one meeting with me during the semester to discuss progress on the project. These meetings may take place during our hybrid class time on Thursday or Friday and should be scheduled via Calendly. Failure to do so will result in a 5 points deduction.

· Online Discussion (up to 50 points)

For each hybrid session (most Thursdays), we will hold an online discussion on Canvas. In total, we will have 10 online discussions. Please follow the instructions to participate and check in as required. Failure to do so will result in a 2 points deduction. Your contributions to these discussions are essential to building our entrepreneurial learning community.

Individual or Group Assignments:

By the end of the semester, you can select one of the following two assignments as your final deliverable for the semester. 

· Option 1 Elevator Pitch and Business Plan (up to 100 points)

· Recorded Elevator Pitch (up to 50 points)

Deliver a professionally recorded 3-minute elevator pitch for your entrepreneurial venture, suitable for submission to a pitching competition.

· Business Plan (up to 50 points)                       

Develop a professional business plan for your entrepreneurial venture, ready for communication to key stakeholders. 

The guideline will be provided 

· [bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Option 2 Apply to the pre-Accelerator/Accelerator Program at the Means Center of Entrepreneurial Studies (up to 100 points)

· Funding Application (up to 50 points)

Apply for funding through the Accelerator Program at the Means Center for Entrepreneurial Studies. Your grade will be determined by how thoroughly you’ve prepared your application, not by the outcome. For more details, visit: Means Center Accelerator Program.

The Accelerator Program consists of two parts: the Pre-Accelerator, which provides funding to launch a new venture, and the Accelerator, which supports the growth of existing businesses. Participants in either part may receive up to $5,000 in funding. Pre-Accelerator participants who meet the requirements and are deemed eligible may transition into the Accelerator for additional funding opportunities.

Note: I’m open to alternative approaches for evaluation. For example, if you believe the Accelerator Program isn’t the best fit for your efforts and that other opportunities (e.g., the Future Founders Program, the Midwest Entrepreneurship Conference (MWEC) Pitching Competition, etc.) are more suitable, please feel free to propose these alternatives.

Additionally, if you prefer to apply to the Accelerator Program at the beginning of next semester, you’re welcome to do so—I’d be happy to assist you in your preparation. An advantage of applying earlier is that it provides an opportunity to refine your application and potentially reapply if the initial outcome isn’t favorable. Your grade will be determined by the end of the semester to reflect your semester-long efforts.

· Summary (up to 50 points)

Write a summary detailing your experience applying for the accelerator program. The guideline will be provided 

V. Course Policies

[bookmark: _Hlk48084738]Diversity Statement

Illinois State University, as an equal opportunity/affirmative action employer, complies with all applicable federal and state laws regarding affirmative action, nondiscrimination, and anti-harassment. Illinois State University is committed to a policy of equal opportunity for all persons and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, sexual orientation, order of protection, gender identity and expression, ancestry, age, marital status, disability, genetic information, unfavorable military discharge, or status as a veteran in employment, educational programs and activities, or admissions. Inquiries or complaints may be addressed by contacting the director of the Office of Equal Opportunity and Access by email at EqualOpportunity@IllinoisState.edu, by calling (309) 438-3383, or by mailing to the office at Illinois State University, Campus Box 1280, Normal, IL 61790.

Disability Services Statement

Student Access and Accommodation Services is the designated office that accommodates and supports students with disabilities and/or medical/mental health conditions, pregnancy, temporary conditions and religious accommodations. This is accomplished in a confidential manner to ensure equal opportunity for participation in all courses, programs, and activities offered by Illinois State. You can reach them at 309-438-5853 or AbleISU@illinoisState.edu.

Make-up Policy

Assignments must be submitted on time, and there are no make-ups in this course. If emergencies prevent you from participating in any required activities, please inform me as soon as possible so that alternative arrangements can be made. 

Attendance Policy

You are expected to actively participate in this course, which is designed to foster discussion, collaboration, and communication. You should be prepared to engage regularly with both your classmates and me. Participation in weekly course activities is required. It is essential to check your official ISU email account and Canvas daily to stay updated with announcements, participate in class activities, and complete assignments and assessments on time. 

Feedback Policy

I will respond to emails sent from your official ISU email account within 24 hours on business days and within 48 hours over weekends. I will strive to grade your assignments within five business days of submission. If you have any questions or concerns about your performance in the class, please feel free to email me. 

Academic Misconduct

Any form of academic misconduct will not be tolerated. All students are expected to familiarize themselves with the rules and regulations concerning academic integrity as outlined in the Code of Student Conduct, available at Illinois State University Code of Student Conduct. Depending on the violation, students may receive no points for the affected test or assignment. It is mandatory that you submit work that is entirely your own or, for group assignments, created collaboratively by your group. 

VI. Course Schedule
Every Monday
a. Weekly course materials and a TO-DO list will be posted on Canvas
b. The instructions for the hybrid class day will be posted on Canvas
c. Please note that 50% of this course is designed to be online. Topics labeled as “hybrid” will be conducted entirely online. To ensure effective learning, I am not requiring you to attend Zoom courses. Instead, I will provide detailed to-do instructions for each topic, which you should follow to complete your work independently at your own pace. For topics, particularly those involving financial projections, extended office hours will be available. It’s crucial that you check the course to-do list every Monday for detailed instructions. That being said, to maximize your learning experience, a hybrid course requires substantial self-motivation and independence. You are all capable future entrepreneurs, so please put forth your best efforts. Thank you.

	Date
	Class Topic
	Class Activities/Assignments

	Topic 1 Idea Generation

	Tuesday, 1/13
	· Course Introduction
· Topic 1.1 Business Idea Generation 

	· Self-Study Report 1 Due Sunday, 1/31


	Thursday, 1/15
	· Topic 1.2 From Idea to Business Concept 

	

	Topic 2 Market Research

	Tuesday, 1/20
	· Topic 2.1 What is Market Research and How to Conduct Market Research

	· Self-Study Report 2 Due Sunday, 2/21


	Thursday, 1/22
	· Market Survey Development (hybrid & online discussion 1)
	

	Tuesday, 1/27
	· Topic 2.2 Know Your Customers

	

	Thursday, 1/29

	· Topic 2.3 Know Your Industry (hybrid & online discussion 2)

	

	Tuesday, 2/3

	· Topic 2.4 Know Your Competitors 

	

	Thursday, 2/5

	· Market Survey in Campus (hybrid)
	

	Topic 3 Financial Management 


	Tuesday, 2/10

	· Topic 3.1 Review Financial Statements 

	
· Self-Study Report 3 Due Sunday, 3/22


	Thursday, 2/12

	· Market Survey Findings Summary (hybrid & online discussion 3)

	

	Tuesday, 2/17

	· Topic 3.1 Cost Projections Sales Projections

	

	Thursday, 2/19

	· Topic 3.1 Cost Projections Workshop (hybrid & online discussion 4)

	

	Tuesday, 2/24

	· Topic 3.2 Sales Projections
	

	Thursday, 2/26

	· Topic 3.2 Sales Projections Workshop (hybrid & online discussion 5)

	

	Tuesday, 3/3


	· Distillery Labs Field Trip (Tentative)

	

	Thursday, 3/5

	· Optional Topic 3.3 Cash Flow Needed Workshop (hybrid)

	

	
Happy Spring Break!


	Tuesday, 3/17

	· Financial Projection Q&A (hybrid & online discussion 6)

	

	Topic 4 Business Model Design


	Thursday, 3/19

	· Topic 4 Business Model Canvas (hybrid & online discussion 7)

	· Self-Study Report 4 Due Sunday, 3/29


	Topic 5 Marketing Strategy
Topic 6 Legal Issues and Exit Strategies
Topic 7 Seeking Funding


	Tuesday, 3/24

	· Topic 5.1 Develop a Marketing Strategy 

	· Self-Study Report 5 Due Sunday, 4/5
· Self-Study Report 6 Due Sunday, 4/12



	Thursday, 3/26


	· Topic 6.1 Legal Form of Business (hybrid & online discussion 8)

	· 

	Tuesday, 3/31

	· Topic 5.1 Distribution

	· 

	Thursday, 4/2

	· Topic 7.1 Seeking Funding (hybrid & online discussion 9)

	

	Tuesday, 4/7

	· Topic 6.2 Exit Strategy 

	

	Elevator Pitch Preparation


	Thursday, 4/9

	· Elevator Pitch Preparation & Rehearsal (hybrid & online discussion 10)


	· 3-Minutes Elevator Pitch Due by Friday, Apr 24th.  


	Tuesday, 4/14


	· Guest Speaker (tentative)

	· 

	Thursday, 4/16
	· Elevator Pitch Recording (hybrid)


	

	Tuesday, 4/21
	· Guest Speaker (tentative)

	

	Thursday, 4/23
	· Business Plan Writing Session 1 / Flex (hybrid)

	

	Tuesday, 4/28

	· Course Wrap Up
· Elevator Pitch 

	

	Thursday, 4/30

	· Business Plan Writing Session 2 (hybrid)

	

	Business Plan Due 5/5



 Note: This timeline is tentative, and it may be changed as the course proceeds.
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