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Sport management as an academic discipline requires a balance of theory and practice through endowing
students with knowledge, critical thinking skills, and expertise (Cuneen & Parks, 1997). Professionals call for
students being “prepared” for the demands of the sport industry through the acquisition of a quality education
and a significant amount of hands-on experience before entering the work force. Researchers have recom-
mended utilizing experiential pedagogical strategies to not only provide the hands-on engagement but also to
challenge students to use their knowledge for the public good (e.g., Bruening, Madsen, Evanovich, & Fuller,
2010; Chalip, 2006; McKelvey & Southall, 2008; Pauline & Pauline, 2008). It also supports the recent trend
to educate students in the world beyond the confines of the college campus. Boyer (1996) noted engaging
outside the confines of campus will not only give students hands on experience but also, cultivate a student’s
cognitive and moral development, which is often underestimated in higher education.

Specific to sport management, the Sport Management
Program Review Council, as well as the Commission on
Sport Management Accreditation (COSMA), has identi-
fied experiential learning projects as a critical element in
student preparation for sport industry careers (COSMA,
2012; McKelvey & Southall, 2008). While sport manage-
ment educators have embraced the concept, not enough
emphasis has been placed on fostering the student’s
cognitive development through experiential learning.
This may be due to the lack of resources available for
educators to use as a template within sport management.
Beyond the student development, forces within higher
education have created an environment where assessment
measures and evaluation tools are becoming more vital,
further supporting the need to measure the outcomes from
engaged pedagogical techniques (Williams & Colles,
2009). In bridging the call for assessment measurements
along with the limited availability of resources required to
support experiential pedagogical strategies, the purpose
of this article was (a) to describe a sport management
experiential learning process that incorporates reflective
learning within the context of a sport event management
course; and (b) to investigate the learning outcomes
utilizing this process.

Pauline is with the Department of Sport Management, Syracuse
University, Syracuse, NY.

Literature Review

From an epistemological perspective, experiential learn-
ing aligns with constructivism, which posits that learn-
ers construct meaning from their experiences (Doolittle
& Camp, 1999). John Dewey is arguably the father of
experiential learning. A central tenet to his philosophy
was, “... amid all uncertainties there is one permanent
frame of reference: the connection between education
and personal experience” (Dewey, 1938, p.25). Experi-
ential learning has long been recognized as an effective
pedagogical strategy, allowing students the opportunity
to practice a skill set in a real-world environment, thus
advancing their knowledge in a discipline (Dewey, 1938).
An examination of literature characterizes experiential
learning in two ways. The first set of theories focuses on
the process of experiential learning (Dewey, 1938; Kolb,
1984); the second set of theories relates to the context
in which experiential learning takes place (Dale, 1946;
Joplin, 1981). Rogers (1969) asserted the following five
elements are present in experiential learning: (a) direct,
personal involvement, (b) learner initiation, (c) perva-
siveness, (d) learner evaluation, and (e) the essence is
meaning. Kolb (1984), inspired by the work of theorists
such as Lewin, Dewey, and Piaget, proposed a four
stage cyclical model for experiential learning, whereby
experience is transformed through reflection into knowl-
edge and learning. Kolb’s experiential learning model is
presented in Figure 1. Highlighted in this model are two
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Figure 1 — Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model

complimentary dimensions: grasping information and
then transforming that information (Kolb, 1984). Kolb
asserted that the learning process can begin at any stage.
In the “concrete experience” stage, the learner has direct
interaction with the phenomenon being studied. Follow-
ing the model, the next stage is “reflective observation,”
where learners reflect on what they experienced. During
this stage, information is transformed through inten-
tion. Kolb describes intention as a cognitive process in
which the learner mentally breaks apart the experience
and internalizes the information. During the ‘“‘abstract
conceptualization” stage, learners grasp the information
through comprehension by forming rules, generalizations,
or hypotheses about the phenomenon being studied. Like
the previous stage, this stage is cognitive in nature and
can occur in the physical absence of the phenomenon.
The final stage is “active experimentation,” which is
characterized by the learner testing the rules, generaliza-
tions, or hypotheses formed in the previous stage. Kolb
noted that during this stage information is transformed
by extension, which again involves direct interaction with
the phenomenon.

Examining the literature within experiential learn-
ing, specifically the work of Kolb, and more recent
work, reflection is a critical element in a student’s learn-
ing experience (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Kolb, 1984).
However, the value and understanding of reflection to
experiential learning is limited (Ash & Clayton, 2009).
Dewey (1938), one of the early champions of experiential
learning, provided a strong foundation for reconceptual-
izing reflection, defining it as the “active, persistent and
careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of
knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and
the further conclusions to which it tends” (p. 6). When
reflection is used appropriately, it can generate learn-
ing, deepen learning, and document learning, producing
tangible expressions of new understandings for evalua-
tion (Ash & Clayton, 2009). Actively and continuously
reflecting on experiences facilitates learning, and an expe-
rience that is not reflected upon can result in unrealized
learning. The more rigorous the reflection, in experiential
learning the better the learning outcomes (Eyler & Giles,

1999). Reflection can be generated through the utiliza-
tion of strategies such as: critical feedback, questioning,
critiques, guided exercises, and suggestions from other
students (Rando & Menges, 1991). Ash and Clayton
(2009) developed the DEAL model for critical reflection
to assist with not only encouraging student learning but
also development. The DEAL model consisted of three
sequential steps: (a) description of experiences in an
objective and detailed manner; (b) examination of those
experiences in light of specific learning goals or objec-
tives; and (c) articulation of learning, including goals for
future action that can then be taken forward into the next
experience for improved practice and further refinement
of learning. Within their model, Ash and Clayton (2009)
provided the specific student prompts that should be given
to guide higher order reasoning and critical thinking. The
structure of the model allows it to be applicable to settings
across various disciplines including sport management.

Specific to sport management, while the necessary
curriculum has been defined by accrediting bodies such
as the Commission on Sport Management Accreditation
(COSMA), educators have been called upon to integrate
experiential learning (Spence, Hess, McDonald, &
Sheehan, 2009). Petersen and Pierce (2009) noted that
experiential learning creates a strong link between sport
organizations and the academic curriculum while simul-
taneously providing students with highly valued experi-
ences by those making hiring decisions. Course projects
designed through this teaching methodology have been
noted in content areas such as sport marketing (Pauline
& Pauline, 2008), sales (Irwin, Southall, & Sutton, 2007;
McKelvey & Southall, 2008; Pierce & Petersen, 2010),
and event management (Walker & Lim, 2007).

As experiential learning has been integrated into
sport management, researchers have presented models
for engaged learning. Southall et al. (2003) used the work
of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle to create the meta-
discrete learning model. The model synthesized theory
into practice for internships and practica within sport
management. The purpose was to connect the academy
with the sport industry for student engagement; however,
it did not go beyond describing the roles of each of the
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stakeholders (e.g., practitioner, faculty member, student).
Southall et al.’s (2003) work was later applied to the Pen-
tagon of Sports Sales Training (PSST) model developed
by Irwin et al., (2007). The PSST model deconstructed
the “arbitrary and unnecessary” disconnect between sport
industry practitioners and faculty members by having
practitioners serve as instructional leaders alongside the
faculty member. Furthering the framework, Pauline and
Pauline (2008) elaborated the process within the context
of sport sponsorship activation by not only showing the
connection between the students, client, athletic depart-
ment, and sponsor but also, describing the academic proj-
ect components through a step by step process. Pauline
et al. (2008) also discussed the specific benefits for each
of the stakeholders involved in the learning experience.

Within each of the aforementioned models and
processes, the emphasis was placed on building the
relationship with the client and the sport management
experience the students garnered rather than their cogni-
tive development. Reflection and the student cognitive
development was not considered for experiential learning
within sport management. Furthermore, the examination
of student learning outcomes has been limited, yet has
been called for (McKelvey & Southall, 2008). Pierce and
Petersen (2010) sought to fulfill this void by measuring
learning outcomes in their quantitative examination of the
change in students’ perceptions of sport sales as a result of
completing an experiential sales program. The research-
ers found that the expectations of a career in sport sales
significantly decreased after while their perception of
skill level and preparation for a sports sales career did not
significantly change. Pierce and Petersen (2010) recom-
mended future research examine the student’s individual
growth. Implementation of experiential learning will
continue to remain a challenge for educators because of
the limited presentation of effective structures that guide
students through meaningful strategies to evaluate the
learning outcomes (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Boud, Keough,
& Walker, 1985; Daly, 2001; Jowdy & McDonald, 2007;
Papamarcos, 2002). The next section describes the Sport
Management Experiential Learning Process, which is
intended to fulfill this void.

Sport Management Experiential
Learning Process

Based on the limited emphasis on the students develop-
ment in experiential learning and the emphasis on active
learning projects by both researchers and COSMA
accrediting standards, developing an experiential learn-
ing process applicable for sport management educators
was a logical response. It also supports the call within
higher education to generate written products that can be
used for formative and summative assessment of student
learning (Ash & Clayton, 2004). As a result of synthesiz-
ing existing theory and research (e.g., Ash & Clayton,
2004; Kolb, 1984), The Sport Management Experiential
Learning Process (SMELP), was developed and with the
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intent to be used within the context of a semester long
sport management course project.

Figure 2 presents the SMELP along with the timeline
and specific prompt questions designed to encourage
critical reflection at each stage. The prompt questions
that student responded to at each stage were adapted
from Ash and Clayton (2009). Journal entries were used
for the prompt questions throughout the semester to “not
only document information but also describe a person’s
reflection on ideas, concerns and beliefs” (p. 696), thereby
providing rich text data for analysis (Tryssenaar, 1995).
Students submitted their journal entries to a digital drop
box utilizing Blackboard, an online educational course
management program (Blackboard, 2012). The rationale
of asking students to write and submit the reflective
journals through Blackboard was to ensure the students
can do so at their convenience. They were provided a
deadline but it would also allow their responses to not be
limited by classroom events or other students. Ho (1997)
suggest that reflective activities do not necessarily need to
be completed within class time, as allowing it to be done
outside provides more time to engage in reflection. This
also aligns with the existing literature on the student’s
connection to technology usage. Students were encour-
aged to review their previous entries before writing the
next entry. The researcher read their entries and gave them
minimum responses, as to encourage them to continue
to write and develop their critical thinking skills. These
responses were designed to avoid influencing the stu-
dents’ ways of reflection. The following sections outline
each stage of the sport management experiential learning
process which was piloted with a sport event management
course. Event management is the process by which an
event is planned, prepared, and produced (Silvers, 2003).

Precourse assessment

During the first week of class, students’ were asked to
provide the instructor with a description of their prior
sport management experience and coursework, as well
as what they were hoping to gain from taking this course.
This was completed to provide the instructor with a better
understanding of the students’ background relative to the
overall course.

Sport event management theory
and concepts

Throughout the fifteen weeks of the semester, the
instructor taught the students the principles of sport
event management. The course focused on a critical
understanding of designing, planning, and controlling
sport events. Table 1 includes a weekly breakdown of
the course topics. Course structure consisted of active
learning techniques such as discussions, guided group
exercises, and cooperative problem solving assignments.
Beyond the engagement with the event and reflection
process which accounted for 40% of their grade, students
also completed two exams (40%) and three written case
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study assignments (20%) during the semester. For the
reflection exercises, used in the sport management expe-
riential learning process, students were graded on the
completion of the assignment not on the actual content.
Table 2 provides the learning objectives for the course
as well as the project.

Engage students relevant to the event

Throughout the semester students were engaged with one
major sporting event. The event was selected based on
proximity to the institution (within 5 miles), the scope of
planning required to stage the event, instructor’s partner-
ship with event organizers, as well as timing of the event
relevant to the course schedule. The sporting events the
students worked with included: Mirabito Outdoor Hockey
Classic, Harlem Globetrotters, and Monster Jam. Event
staff began coming into class during the third week of
the semester and approximately every other week for the
rest of the semester. The instructor shared with the event
staff the course schedule to make sure the material they
were covering in class aligned with the scheduled course
content. The interaction with event staff provided the
opportunity to meet and cultivate a relationship with the
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event organizers, understand event operations through
the implementation of an actual event, and be directly
involved in the staging of a major event. One week
before the event, outside of the scheduled class time,
students received a tour of the event site and training for
their responsibilities. The tour reviewed course content
allowing students to see the applicability of the material
that they had learned.

Determine student expectations
(Pre-event)

In the class two days before the event, students were
asked to develop three individual goals for their event
involvement and also to list their learning expectations.
These were submitted and reviewed by the instructor. The
instructor reviewed them for the purpose of feasibility of
the student’s role at the event. For example, if a student
said they wanted to be in charge of the media operations
at the event, this would not be an accurate expectation.
Rather, they could be involved with the media and be
assigned specific responsibilities within this segment.
The students learning expectations were then summarized
and shared with the event organizers.

Table 1 Sport Event Management Semester Schedule

Week Subject

1 Introduction; Course overview

Sport event management-emergence, overview, basic terminology, types of sporting events

Venue and event marketing
Activating the sport marketing plan

O 0 9 N Lt B W N

Engaging the community

—
—_ o

—_ =
w N

Risk management
Event day operations

—_ =
(S

The role of media in event management

Working with the consumers (continued)

Defining and developing objectives, strategies, and tactics

Budgeting (costs and revenue streams)

Soliciting and selecting host cities and venues

Planning for the sporting event: Scheduling, organizational structure, staffing

Setting up for events: What does it take to get a venue ready for an event?
Working with the consumers (guest management, ticket sales, hotel management)

Post event: recognition, settlement, and the next steps

Table 2 Learning Objectives

1 To integrate sport event management knowledge and skills acquired during the semester into one

sporting event.

W AW

To understand the dimensions of a sport event and its role in the host community.

To develop problem solving, critical thinking, and management skills relevant to the sport industry.
To reflect upon and critically evaluate the learning experience throughout the semester.

To work directly with sport industry professionals to garner a better understanding of the industry.
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Engage in experience

Based on a list provided from the event organizers,
students had the opportunity to select which sector they
preferred to be involved with on the day of the event
(e.g., logistics, media relations, marketing, ticketing, and
customer service). Students were on site at the event for
approximately eight to ten hours.

Reflection #1

The first stage of reflection occurred immediately follow-
ing the event; however, as the event was on a Saturday
students submitted it through Blackboard with a deadline
of three days after the event. They were asked to write
approximately a 500 word journal entry to begin decom-
pressing their learning by answering questions relative to
their learning experience, perceptions of the event, and
goal fulfillment.

Describe experience

Learning from experience was further articulated one
week postevent when students were asked to describe
their experience utilizing the four w’s: (who, what
where, when), and address the specific knowledge and
skills developed from the event itself. Once the students
completed this exercise, the instructor provided a more
in-depth class discussion on how to critically evaluate
their learning experience. The event director returned to
class the week following to thank the students for their
efforts, gain constructive feedback, and discuss their
experience both the success and areas for improvement.

Reflection #2

Two weeks after the event, students were asked to further
examine their learning over the course of the semester
through the utilization of Ash and Clayton’s DEAL model
(2009) critical reflection questions. The following guided
questions were provided: (a) describe the application of
learning from the course materials to the actual event;
(b) discuss whether they achieved their learning objec-
tives; (c) discuss the relationship between theory and
practice; and (d) describe your connection to the event.
Once students completed this task, the instructor gave
feedback relative to the process not the content in an
effort to enhance their learning.

Articulate learning

Integrating the DEAL model (Ash and Clayton, 2009), the
next step which occurred toward the end of the semester
(week 14), was to have students further articulate their
learning. This required them to use hierarchical thinking.
Students were asked: (a) what did you learn? (b) how did
you learn it? (c) why does this learning matter?; and (d)
in what ways will you use this learning? The instructor
again collected the students’ reflective journals to ensure
they were responding to the prompts.

Reflection #3

Approximately one month after the event, students com-
pleted a third reflection relative to the learning experience
utilizing the following prompts: (a) what new goals have
you set in accordance with what you learned from this
experience?; (b) would you participate in another sport
management experiential learning experience?; (c) how
has your perception of this event changed during this
process?; and (d) what are your perceptions of working
in the sport industry after this experience?

Final Reflection

The final stage was a culminating reflection paper, five
to seven pages in length completed at the conclusion of
the semester in which students were asked to summarize
their experience with the course, speak to the learning
outcomes, and make connections from their experience
with the event back to the course content (i.e., theory,
concepts, readings, discussions).

Method
Sample

The purposive sample was collected from students
enrolled in an undergraduate 300 level sport event man-
agement course. Over the course of the three semesters,
70 students were enrolled. Sixty-two students consented
to participation in this study; however, only 55 completed
all the exercises that were part of the sport management
experiential learning process. All the students were either
sport management majors or minors. Eight students were
juniors and the remaining 47 were seniors. The class
met twice a week for an hour and twenty minutes for 15
weeks. Eight to ten hours of additional class time was
spent working directly at a large scale sporting event.

Data collection

Utilizing the Sport Management Experiential Learn-
ing Process, presented in Figure 2, as a guide, research
participants completed each stage of the process (a pre-
course assessment, preevent assessment, three reflective
journals, final reflection paper). The specific prompts that
were provided are shown in Figure 2 under each step in
the process. Reflective journal assignments were used
for data collection as journal writing represents a rigor-
ous documentary type (Janesick, 1998). All four journal
assignments were submitted through Blackboard. The
average number of words using the prompts provided in
each entry was 200-275.

Data analysis

A grounded theory approach was used to explore the
content of the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). According
to grounded theory, the aim of analyzing qualitative data
are to produce a systematic detailed summary of themes
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and to link these together under a categorical structure.
Grounded theory gives emphasis to rigor from the early
stages of design through analysis, thereby providing the
researcher with specific procedures (Patton, 2002). By
using grounded theory, the expectation was that common
themes would emerge from an analysis of data and jour-
nals using the constant comparative method (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). Data collection using grounded theory
requires flexible and open discussions so that concepts
emerge naturally (Daengbuppha, Hemmington, & Wilkes,
2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Again, responses to the
journals and final papers resulted from prompts given
by the instructor and were based on the experiences
the students had in the course, with the event, as well
as their ability to connect those experiences to course
content and then their reflection on their learning. The
researcher completed a classic content analysis (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2005) using preliminary open coding. Axial
coding, or identifying causal relationships was then used
among the data within each theme (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). Data were then organized within the more specific
a priori subthemes.

The aim of analyzing qualitative data are to produce
a systematic detailed summary of themes and to link
these together under a reasoned categorical system. In
doing so, recognizing that multiple methods are inher-
ent in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), the
researcher triangulated the data using the journal entries
and the final paper. The researcher first conducted an
individual analysis in which all entries for a particular
student over the course of the semester were examined to
identify changes in the written language that represented
progression in their level of reflection. The examination
of individual entries was then combined to determine
themes across all students. The analysis produced a set
of categories within each of the themes. The researcher
examined the internal relationships between categories
and associated themes, in terms of the connections made
by the students themselves. During the process, themes
and concepts surfaced in the style of grounded theory
(Freeman, 1998). From here, all data were entered into
a composite matrix to assess any additional trends (Miles
& Huberman, 1994). The matrix not only assisted with
interpreting the data but also, provided information about
the impact of the background of the student to his/her
experience in the class (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Validity and reliability

Having established categories of reflection from the data,
the researcher also took the evidence of their validity and
reliability into consideration as readers may question the
conclusions drawn from this study. Allright and Bailey
(1991) noted “both objectivity and subjectivity” have
their respective roles in data analysis (p.63). The aim of
the study was to not only offer a comprehensive process
for a course project but presentation of the data in a format
that illuminated students’ thoughts, ideas, and meaning
through the experience.
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Results

In examining the data from the utilization of the sport
management experiential learning process, the outcomes
could be divided into four main themes: (a) personal
development; (b) learning gains; (c) professional growth;
and (d) identifying reflection as a new way of learning.
Attributes derived from this experience were diverse as
students illustrated both similarities and differences.
Since it is impossible to share each individual student’s
thoughts, in presenting the results of the study, the
researcher selected quotes and rich description that is
most representative of their responses (Creswell, 1998).

Theme # 1: Personal development

The first theme identified was the personal develop-
ment of the students over the course of the semester.
Personal development occurred as students progressed
from apprehension to confidence in their abilities. In
the assessment before the event, words such as anxiety,
nervous, reservations, and anticipation were used. In the
beginning of the semester, one student who was academi-
cally mediocre stated:

I am a little nervous about working with event staff
and the actual event. I am not really as comfortable
as I would like within this type of setting so I hope
that is something I will gain during the semester and
from this experience in general.

The same student at the midpoint in the semester noted,
“I am getting more comfortable in being around the
sport industry. I am starting to see myself working in
this industry upon graduation.” At the conclusion of the
semester, the student stated her excitement about the
experience. “This course truly made me feel confident
in my abilities. I didn’t know what to think at the begin-
ning of the semester but I now know this is where I want
to be.” Another student, a communications major noted,
“Honestly, I have no idea what to expect because I have
not been involved with sport events before. However, [
am still very excited and determined to do my best with
this course and event.” Upon being engaged in the event,
the student recognized the complexity of planning a sport
event and his limited exposure. Students were also able
to see human/personal error and the imperfections that
occur. “To be truthful, I know that I will make mistakes
in my future career. Everyone does and I am no different.
You learn from your mistakes.”

As the semester progressed and students volunteered
at the sporting event, a growing sense of confidence and
mastery began to emerge among the participants. This
was evident in the responses of those that had introverted
personalities as well as outgoing individuals. Students felt
they were “forced to grow personally” and “mature” to
complete the requirements for the course, including work-
ing specifically at the sport event. One student pointed
out, “When we learned about this event, I never thought
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that it would be able to occur or I would be able to assist
in the efforts. It was a major accomplishment.”

At the end of the semester, students proceeded to
understand the value of their experience to themselves
as individuals. The students related how they had gained
a level of self-knowledge that had not occurred in their
previous academic work; “I feel that from taking this
course, more than any other I have taken, I have learned
to appreciate my education but also, the necessary skills
and knowledge needed to work in this industry (final
paper).” Students expressed the following personal attri-
butes in their final paper: self-confidence, enthusiasm,
articulation, critical thinking, reflective learning, and
independence. One female student noted her change
in perspective about the experience after the second
reflection.

At the time I was working and left the event, I was
exhausted and a little upset on how everything was
so chaotic but now looking back at the event, I can’t
be any happier to be a part of a such an event and be
able to experience it. I realized it is an opportunity
where you get to see what kind of person you are
made of because everything gets thrown at you so
fast and in all different kind of manners and you have
to have the ability to react quickly and professionally
to please the customer.

Not all students were excited about the use of experi-
ential learning in the course. A third student was very
forward with his negative thoughts on being involved
with an event. “I am trying to keep an open mind but
I will concede that being involved with an event and
onsite for 6:00 am on a Saturday and my general disdain
for hockey is hindering my excitement.” In the journal
entries that followed, the student continued to express
his discontent for the project. After the event the student
noted his limited learning.

The ability to learn from this experience was dimin-
ished by having to be given a miniscule role at the event.
This should not be expected by college junior and seniors
majoring in sport management. [ would have valued this
experience much more if [ had been able to have a more
direct role in the event operations. On top of everything
there is, I hate the sport, so it is hard to get excited.

Theme #2: Learning gain (Acquisition
of content knowledge related to course
objectives)

The next theme identified was the acquisition of knowl-
edge related to course objectives. This encompassed
learning and understanding of course content (i.e., read-
ings and assignments) from the deeper meaning students
found in connecting course material with the context of
the sport event. Students described the opportunity for
application and the acquisition of knowledge from theory
to practice. As students moved through the semester and
were asked to describe their experience in detail, sport
event specific terms such as: event impact, sponsorship

activation, risk management, economic impact, event
evaluation, request for proposals, stakeholders, and event
strategy were mentioned consistently. This was particu-
larly apparent several weeks after the event. Students
also saw the connection between the course material and
their engagement in the actual event. One senior noted:

This experience has impacted my learning by pro-
viding me a chance to see and undergo first-hand
what we learn in the books in class. This was truly a
learning experience, especially since I seem to retain
information a lot easier when learning hands-on.

Another student commented on the unpredictability of
sport events. “This event was a perfect example of how
sports can be very unpredictable and how people need
to adapt to change.”

Students also felt that they were more motivated
to learn the course content. A junior commented in her
journal, “having the opportunity to be involved with a
large scale sporting event pushed me towards achiev-
ing mastery over the class material.” Satisfaction was
associated with being part of a unique one—time event,
access to industry networks, and application of classroom
material. They also appreciated having the connection to
the event staff which is evident in the response, “Having
the event staff come to class on a regular basis was very
beneficial to learning overall course content.” They typi-
cally expressed their excitement and appreciation for an
opportunity to both gain insight into the sport industry
and to develop and enhance skills in relation to teamwork,
communication, event operations, and knowledge of the
sport industry. Students also were able to dissect the event
and learn from the obstacles. “Through the presentation
by the event staff as well as the course readings, I was
able to develop a pretty clear idea as to what the event
would entail as well as understand the course material
much more.”

The value of experiential learning was mixed among
the students. For the majority of the students, adjectives
such as fun, interesting, hands-on, and practical appli-
cation were used repeatedly to explain the learning. A
junior reported, “Experiential learning stays with you
much longer than anything you learn from a textbook or
having a professor teach you.” Some students, who had
limited prior exposure to the sport industry, didn’t feel as
strongly about their experience, more so with the event
itself than the actual assignments. One junior stated, “I
would not work at the event again. It was freezing out-
side. I had more money on me than I have ever seen in
my life and none of it was mine. This was a big tease.”
Another student who had a limited understanding of the
reality in working within the sport industry commented,
“If I worked at this event again, I would only do it again
if I got to work more on the sport side. I want to be with
people who work for the event or the athletes themselves.”

An unexpected outcome was the students’ perspec-
tive of the learning objectives. Interestingly, they not only
felt they fulfilled the ones outlined by the instructor, but
also, commented that they should have done more work
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to enhance their learning. One senior stated, “I think I was
being too broad with the objectives. I could have learned
so much more had I spent more time understanding the
course material.”

Going forward if [ am ever involved in such an event,
I will be sure to do extensive research beforehand.
Having some sort of an idea of what the event will
look like makes it much easier to evaluate it and
determine exactly where the event coordinators suc-
ceeded and where they could have improved.

By the conclusion of the course, the students developed
new individual goals that were more in line with not
only strategies to enhance their critical thinking skills
but also to learn more about the intricacies of the sport
event industry. A senior stated,

The event context definitely helped me learn the
course content. I made sure I read the material right
away. Plus putting the content into a real world event
served to reinforce the learning even more. I found
that I knew the material much more when it came
time for exams because we experienced it firsthand.

Another student had a similar experience of understand-
ing the connection between theory and practice:

We learned about the theory and elements associ-
ated with event management from the instructor and
event staff but seeing and learning about the actual
application was critical to putting things together.
We got to see the culminating impact of everything
along the way throughout the semester.

Students also recognized the change in their perceptions
of the course and event as a whole. One senior noted,

While I had no desire to be part of this event as I hate
hockey and the cold, I can now see the value of this.
Right after the event, I still had a negative outlook;
however, now that we have spent time reflecting,
discussing the event, and relating the classroom
material to the event, I truly see the value of this
once in a lifetime opportunity. I wish I would have
recognized this earlier as I would have learned even
more than I did.

Beyond the individual benefits, the students recognized
their role in supporting the event for the community, “It
was good to see that the work we put into the event had
a positive effect and benefited the community. I feel like
I did something positive for the community too.”

Theme #3: Professional growth
and development

Professional growth and development among the students
was also a consistent theme. The students recognized
the progression in their professional behaviors during
the semester. One female stated, “This experience has
helped me grow as a person. I now understand how I
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would handle difficult situations in the future.” Another
noted, “I feel very confident in my abilities to be involved
with an event, including the unanticipated challenges.”
Students also recognized the value of complementing
their academic studies with hands-on experience for a
career in the sport industry. Typical comments included,
“The most important thing you can do is get experience-
the piece of paper (diploma) is important but without the
experience who will hire you?” For many of the students
they came to the class with limited or no experience in
sport event management. The outcome was an opportu-
nity for them to understand the realities of the industry.
Students came to the realization that the industry requires
“long hours of monotonous tasks” and “no down time to
watch the event.” One junior summed up his revelation
of working in the sport industry by stating: “It isn’t about
sitting in an office daily, making the big bucks, working
from 9-5, or being a spectator.” Students also grasped
the role of customer service and communication within
the sport industry. “I realized that I need to work on my
communication skills as I spent the entire time talking
with fans at the event. You can’t ignore their needs or
they won’t come back to your events.” Along those lines,
another student stated, “I realized that I have to work on
my communication skills. I am generally a shy person
and this event showed me that you have to be able to
communicate or the event won’t happen. Overall, by the
end of the semester students were enlightened as they
exclaimed, “I have changed” and could identify specific
changes in their own professional growth. As they grew
during the course of the semester it helped them to iden-
tify their professional strengths and areas that they need
to improve upon.

Theme #4: Identifying reflection as a new
way of learning

Reflection was recognized as a means to learn information
outside of the sport event management class. Students
reported the greatest impact the reflective nature of the
course offered was a new approach to critical thinking
that enabled meaningful and deep learning throughout
their lives. One student explained,

“We heard several times in our class how reflection
was making meaning from experiences. Once I really
got that, I started look at this class and learning in a
totally different way. I need to remember to reflect
and make meaning from each experience.”

They also understood the value of reflection such that it
was different than previous learning environments. “This
was a way different experience than any of the other
sport management classes I have taken. I really learned
in a whole new way. I wish more classes would use
journals.” Another student commented, “I never thought
about making meaning from an experience until it was
discussed in class. I never even used a journal before but
this course helped me to understand the rationale.” The
same student went on to explain how she had “never been
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in a class that was so valuable. I rolled my eyes when
I saw structured journal reflections in the description
but it turns out that this has been so applicable to life.”
This student further explained that the opportunities for
structured reflection provided in the course had a positive
impact on her learning.

Students articulated the value of utilizing the written
exercises to progress through the experience. “The journal
assignments made me continually reflect on the experi-
ence I was having throughout the semester.” In relation
to the final paper, “It pushed me to critically think about
new material and relate it to my experience.” Reflec-
tion brought a level of personalization to the learning.
In doing so, students mentioned the learning was more
“worthwhile”, “individual”, and “meaningful”. Students
saw reflection as a means to recognize “areas of improve-
ments and strengths” in themselves.

Beyond the learning that occurred within the course,
several noted the positive impact that reflection for future
learning experiences. One reported, “T am so thankful I
learned about the concept of reflection. It took me about
half of the semester to really get why reflecting on what
you do is so important.” A second student supported this
perspective, “After this class I think I will journal more
often. I was negative about it at first but once I felt more
comfortable with it, it made sense. It turned out to be a
good thing.” Within the final essay, the same individual
commented on the challenge the final paper brought. “I
struggled with the final paper we had in class. It was a
good struggle. When I got done, it was rewarding to see
the learning that I had accomplished over the course of
the semester.”

Discussion

Sport management scholars have reiterated the need for
students to engage beyond the confines of the college
campus to not only provide engagement but also to foster
their personal and professional development (Chalip,
2006). In the current study, the results indicated that
the sport management experiential learning process can
be a very effective, meaningful, and simplistic tool for
faculty members to use to increase student engagement,
professional growth, personal development, and content
knowledge. It can take considerably more time and energy
to organize than traditional pedagogy but the long term
benefits are tremendous considering the impact properly
implemented experiential learning and critical reflection
can have on a student. Reflective pedagogies have the
potential to dramatically facilitate and extend significant
learning when implemented (Eyler and Giles, 1999).

In the current study, by integrating reflection exer-
cises into experiential learning, it minimized the risk
identified by Eliot (1943) that one might have had the
experience but missed the meaning. This has been a
concern of previous researchers within sport manage-
ment (Southall et al., 2003; Bruening et al., 2010). The

process also maximized the potential of experiential
education to nurture learning in its full complexity.
Students were pushed beyond just gaining hands-on
experience but rather, they were able to interpret com-
plex issues, demonstrate learning, personal growth,
professional development, and articulate their thoughts
through critical reflection. The results also showed that
through integrating the SMELP it reinforced the skill
development of students’ progression from understanding
concepts and theory, to describing learning, articulating,
and critically reflecting (Arnold, Warner, & Osborne,
2006). Students developed the ability to progress from
“noticing” or “making sense” to “making meaning” from
their experiences. Once the students learned the structure
of the course, course content, and got immersed with the
event, the reflection process was an eye opening experi-
ence for the students to learn about themselves and the
course material in a different perspective. Students raised
questions throughout the process to improve their learn-
ing of course content but also, their own assumptions.
This education took place not only in the confines of the
classroom time but through firsthand experience with the
event staff, at the event, as well as throughout each stage
of the sport management experiential learning process.

The use of the SMELP highlighted the opportunity
to promote student development. Through the reflective
learning process, students were impacted on a personal
level, providing them with greater confidence in them-
selves. Students noticed it within themselves as those
that commented on their reserved personalities initially
recognized the need to “step up” and mature more than
they could imagine to be successful in the course. Stu-
dents also became more engaged and motivated by the
course content. Supporting the work of Kolb, it provided
the students with the opportunity to examine change in
themselves during the experience as they were presented
with challenges.

The integration of the SMELP also had a positive
effect on the students’ professional development. They
recognized the uniqueness of the reflection aspect of
the course and the depth of the connections made to the
academic component. The connection was made on a
consistent basis between course readings, course con-
tent, and the event that they were engaged in. By having
the student reflect at multiple stages, this brought them
outside of their comfort zone and abilities for understand-
ing not only sport event management but themselves as
individuals.

This research contributes to the growing body of
evidence that experiential pedagogy which incorporates
reflective learning in sport management courses enhance
student learning, and their development. Results garnered
from this project offer a way to usefully engage with a
large sporting event in the local community, increasingly
a goal of higher education. Furthermore, by implement-
ing the sport management experiential learning process,
the students emerged as more educated individuals
through their efforts and better able to function beyond
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the university environment (Commission on Sport Man-
agement Accreditation, 2012). The presented process is
applicable to a realm of courses within sport management
such as sport marketing, sport communications, and
sport sales as the questions would remain the same and
the notion of integrating into an actual business or event
specific to the course content.

Limitations

Due to the nature of the data collection process, a number
of limitations must be addressed. First, because the data
were only collected at one institution, the results may lack
the ability to be generalized to sport management students
at other institutions. Second, a primary assumption of this
data collection was that the students were honest in their
responses regarding the learning experience through-
out the semester. Although personal evaluation can be
purposeful, this may be a limitation based on the social
desirability bias which is the tendency of respondents to
answer questions in a manner that will be viewed favor-
ably by others. Along with this limitation is the students’
impression that they need to write positive thoughts to
get a good grade in the course. The researcher attempted
to address this by providing points for participation and
not content. This was also listed in the syllabi, reiterated
during the course for each journal exercise. A final limi-
tation of this research is the lack of a true control group.
While the data from previous semesters of the course
offering was obtained, the data collection components did
not fully mirror that of the experiential group of students
enrolled in the course.

Implications for practice

The outcomes of the current study call for creating more
experiential learning opportunities to integrate critical
reflective learning for enhanced content knowledge,
critical thinking, and professional development of the
learner. Despite the challenges in designing this type
of experience for students, the return on investment is
significant for the faculty member, sport organization,
and student. From an educator’s perspective, the time and
effort has been well worth it when it becomes apparent the
impact of this course, specifically the sport management
experiential learning process had on the lives of students.

Future Research

Future research is necessary to test the applicability of the
sport management experiential learning process in other
sport management courses. A true control group should
also be used to draw comparisons of student achievement
and retention of content with a course that does not have
an experiential component. In doing so, specific areas
to consider examining include: time spent studying and
preparing for class and assignments, level of connec-
tion among class members, and level of application of
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course to work and life beyond the course. Quantitative
research would also be beneficial through developing
an assessment tool that includes content knowledge and
assessment of course specific skills. While experiential
learning is not a new pedagogy within sport management,
integrating a formal critical reflective process into other
content areas, as described in this paper, is necessary to
advance the existing literature and in turn, build the next
generation of sport industry leaders.
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