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Teaching Note

Today, a great percentage of college professors design
courses around lecturing; these courses are usually content-
driven, emphasizing abstract concepts over concrete exam-
ples and applications (Duch, Groh, and Allen, 2001). This
approach to teaching is no longer sufficient to develop the
skills and abilities college graduates need to possess today
in the workforce. The reason is simple: lectures fail to culti-
vate higher cognitive levels of understanding.

Lecturing has survived as the traditional information de-
livery system in classroom not because of its documented
success, but because professors are familiar with this teach-
ing approach (this is how they learned). It is relatively easy
to construct, but does little to foster the development of
process skills to complement content knowledge. In addition,
assessment techniques used in the classroom, like quizzes,
mid term and final exams, lead students to a dry memoriza-
tion of facts, with minimum or no effort to challenge their
higher cognitive levels of understanding, and critically think
and resolve problems with an increased level of complexity.

This approach to learning reinforces false student atti-
tudes regarding learning; for them the sole responsibility for
creating a learning environment lies with the instructor, who
is responsible of delivering content, provide the information
needed, lead the learning process, be a great story teller,
and eventually assume a role that resembles that of an en-
tertainer. As a result of this perception, students see them-
selves as a passive receiver of information; their only re-
sponsibility is how to excel in midterm and finals.

John Dewey observed that «true learning is based on
discovery guided by mentoring rather the transmission of
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knowledge» (Boyer, 1998, p. 15). There are teaching practices that do foster
skill development without forsaking content. Problem-based learning is one of
these powerful learning processes, because it uses real world problems to
help students identify and apply research concepts and information, work col-
laboratively, and communicate effectively; In addition, it is a teaching strategy
that promotes life-long habit of learning.

The Project Idea

The project to be presented was closely related to the purposes of two
graduate recreation and sport management courses: a course dedicated to fi-
nancial applications in sport and recreation, and a marketing management
course. Its purpose was to assist second-year graduate students at the de-
velopment of a feasibility study for attracting a minor league baseball fran-
chise to a medium-size Midwestern city in the United States of America. The
scenario for this exercise was developed under the assumption the franchise
was going to be controlled by a three-party alliance involving a group of pri-
vate investors, the city governance, and the State University.

The project required the cooperation and assistance of a number of com-
munity partners, mainly from: a) the Office of the Mayor, b) the Visitors Con-
vention Bureau and Chamber of Commerce for that city, ¢) a number of pro-
fessional baseball clubs in minor leagues in selected cities, and d) various
media outlets in that region. In addition to these partners, certain university
departments were also involved in assisting with the project management and
collection of vital, to the students, information.

Students participating in this project-and after completing course require-
ments —were expected to be able to: a) explain in detail key public sources of
revenue for sport organizations; more specifically, students will understand ap-
propriate property tax nomenclature and how to structure the sale for various
forms of general obligation and revenue bonds for capitalizing major develop-
ment projects; b) understand how to effectively establish joint venture arrange-
ments between public sector entities and private sector organizations; c) ex-
plain the principles upon which the legitimacy and validity of economic impact
analyses for sport franchises, facilities and events are based; d) enhance their
understanding and ability to develop a feasibility study for sport management
operations; and e) enhance their ability to work with financial professionals in
the understanding, administration, and application of fiscal operations.

In order to achieve the objectives above, students should also perform a
number of research activities, and apply a variety of principles and techniques
learned during their graduate studies as: a) assessing the public support of
the citizens to an endeavor, b) exploring the psychic income and image ben-
efits associated with a professional baseball club for the city, ¢) designing and
eventually executing an economic impact study to assess the economic ben-
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efits (jobs to be created, additional money to the local economy, proximate
development, etc.), and d) developing a marketing plan needed to land a ma-
jor private investment for this joint partnership.

For the purposes of this exercise, students divided in six groups. Each

group consisted of four to six student members. Each of the groups worked
under the direct supervision of a community partner or a university adminis-
trator, and had the following responsibilities:

a)

Group A operated under the direction of the Office of the Mayor in order
to collect all appropriate data for a feasibility study to attract a minor
league baseball franchise to the city. The Office shared information re-
garding the city’s capability to finance a part of the project, attract a pri-
vate investor, permit and zoning issues, etc. Demographic trends and psy-
chographic data was also collected and assessed. The same group sought
advice from city historians and the heritage society regarding the local
baseball traditions.

Group B operated under the direction of the Vice President of Academic
Affairs for the State University, with the purpose to investigate the bene-
fits the university would secure for teaming up with the city in its attempt
to attract a professional sport franchise.

Group C operated under the direct guidance of the university’s athletic direc-
tor, who —in this case-had a lifelong interest in professional baseball, con-
nections in the field, and significant experience in baseball operations. The
group members explored and substantiated the benefits for the university’s
baseball and softball teams from this project (ex. a new baseball facility would
be a necessity to attract a professional club), and examined similar cases of
universities partnering with private investors in attracting professional teams
to the area while sharing facilities, and splitting facility operating costs.
Group D sought the advice and expertise of minor league sport franchises
from cities that were able to attract and successfully operate minor league
franchises at the past. In this case, students visited four minor league fran-
chises in two neighboring States, in cities with similar size markets and
cultural identities. The purpose of these visits was to learn more about the
strategic approaches to marketing from those clubs, and scrutinize various
operational and financial issues.

Group E contacted the city’s Visitors and Convention Bureau, as well as
the local Chamber of Commerce, to seek advice, collect and discuss de-
mographic and psychographic data of visitors, and explore the agencies’ in-
tentions (concerns, or even opposition) regarding this project.

Group F teamed up with local media to investigate citizen’s opinions and
level of support for the project. A combination of quantitative and qualita-
tive measures (like surveys and focus groups) employed to determine
these levels of support.
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All student groups developed sets of questions for their community part-
ners in order to collect and further assess information regarding the project.
Group D, for example, responsible to assess the operational status of minor
league baseball franchises in Midwestern States, grouped its inquiries into
seven (7) major categories in order to develop a greater understanding in the
following areas: a) the marketplace, b) the sport facility c) franchise logistics,
d) franchise relationship with the local government, e)franchise relationship
with the local community, f) attitudes and perspectives regarding the proposed
new franchise, g) proposals, suggestions and recommendations. A sample of
these questions is provided here:

1. The marketplace
- Did you conduct a market analysis to determine your target market(s), and
if not, what methods were used to determine your target customer groups?
- What are your existing fans’ demographics?
- Is there any potential for growth?
2. The sport facility
- What was the approximate cost for building/renovating your facility?
- How is the maintenance of your city financed?
- If given the chance, what improvement/changes would you make to your
facility ?
3. Franchise logistics
- What is your main source of revenue?
- What kind of expenses do you have in your annual budget?
- How many employees (full and part-time) the franchise employs?
4. Relationship with the local government
- Can you explain your business relationship with the local government?
- Do you share revenue and/or expenses with the city government?
- Was your franchise part of a revitalization project?
5. Relationship with the local community
- What kind of impact does the franchise have upon the local community?
- How do you rate your fan support?
- Do you have any programs to maintain/grow this relationship?
6. Perspectives, attitudes
- Do you think that City X would be able to support a professional sports
team?
- What kind of activities would be essential to keep a start-up team fi-
nancially viable?
- What are your thoughts on marketing a new team to this area?
7. Suggestions, proposals, recommendations
- Are there questions (necessary to be asked) that the group left out?
- Are the questions we’ve asked relevant to our stated purpose?
- What would you recommend to ensure this study is conducted and pre-
sented competently and professionally?
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Student groups met with their community partner liaisons in a regular ba-
sis, and executed a predetermined action plan in collecting all necessary in-
formation for approximately 8 weeks. A project debate took place towards the
end of the fall semester, where the groups presented and debated their find-
ings. As a follow-up, an extensive report was developed by the students as-
sessing all obstacles, and proposing a course of action to process with the
project objectives. This report passed to the student body the marketing
course in order to continue the work on the feasibility study and the market-
ing plan (addressing issues like new product development, sponsorship, and
sport promotions). The feasibility study and marketing plan scheduled to be
delivered to the Office of the Mayor at the end of the spring semester.

Project Assessment

The assessment process took place as follows:

a) Thorough progress reports and final evaluation reports from all community
partners provided throughout the semester for the six student groups partici-
pating at this project. A structured survey instrument assessed student learn-
ing, cooperation levels, leadership style, professionalism, and work ethic.

b) The financial debate exercise evaluated by the university’s Center of
Teaching and Learning (CTL). The Center provided recommendations for
future improvements regarding this piece of the project.

c) Students participated in focus groups in an attempt to document and criti-
cally evaluate student experiences and project outcomes. The outcome of
this research also contributed towards the development of a research study
on problem-based learning.

d) The products of this project (financial debate and feasibility study) evalu-
ated university professors (selected faculty from the School of Business
and the course instructor), to determine the degree of achieving the pro-
ject objectives for the community partners.

e) In addition to above, each of the students participated in the project pro-
vided assessment reports throughout the semester, where they were ex-
plaining the impact the project had on their learning experiences. A sam-
ple of the questions used in these diaries is following:

Student Diary

1. Describe the learning process within the group; what were the major prob-
lems you have encountered so far in your interaction with your project part-
ners? You need to address issues like:

a) group dynamics

b) personal ability to work in groups
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c) strategies employed to resolve issues and problems that evolve in team-
based learning
2. How your analytical skills and critical thinking ability has changed over time?
3. What progress you have made in terms of knowledge? Identify the re-
search questions that apply to your group, and provide feedback:
- Dealing with demographic data
- Dealing with psychographic data
- ldentifying sources of information
- Understanding survey instrument research
- Understanding minor league baseball business
- Explaining in detail key public sources of revenue for sport organizations
- Understanding how to effectively establish joint venture arrangements
between public sector entities and private sector organizations for the
joint development and/or operations of sport facilities
- Assessing the public support of the citizens to an endeavor like this
- Exploring the psychic income and image benefits associated with a pro-
fessional baseball club for the city.
4. How you have come to understand the scope of this project? Provide your
personal opinion regarding problem-based learning and how it helped you shape
your attitude towards learning, increase your knowledge at this content area,
develop your interpersonal skills, and enhance your critical thinking ability.

Students received the outcome of all evaluation reports at the end of the
academic year during a formal ceremony organized by the Department of
Recreation & Sport Management, a division of the State University.
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