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Fusing Sports in America: The Case of the American Sports Brand Fusion Arts Exchange

Abstract
In 2007, the Center for Sport Management Research and Education (CSMRE) at Texas A&M University was awarded an $880,000 federal grant to host one of four Fusion Arts Exchange programs offered by the Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. During the 2007 and 2008 summers, CSMRE and Texas A&M University hosted a 39-day sport management exchange and study tour for 15 international undergraduate students from Department of State-designated countries (Indonesia, Nigeria, Russia, Turkey, and Venezuela) and five American undergraduate students. The theme of the program, the American Sports Brand, included an original model that was utilized as a thematic guide for academic residency and educational study tour components of the program. The overall aim of the exchange program was to enhance and create a deeper understanding of United States society, culture, and values among a multinational group of undergraduate students through an intensive and thorough study and understanding of the formation, development and business practices of the American Sports Brand. The results of this program included the creation of actionable knowledge related to the management of sport for both the international and U.S. students, and the fostering of a greater understanding of the United States and the participating countries. Further results of the program were also realized in the subsequent and on-going positive diffusion of various histories and values, as well as cultural and sport industry best practices in the countries of the participants.
Introduction
The Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (ECA) manages a variety of academic exchange programs that provide various opportunities for study and research at the undergraduate through postdoctoral levels of American universities. The mission of the ECA is to build mutual understanding between the people of the United States and the people of other countries around the globe in hopes of developing future world leaders. The Fusion Arts Exchange (FAX) was an ECA international student exchange program that focused on the themes of music composition and performance, digital media and computer-assisted design, screenwriting and film production, and sports management at Northeastern University, Rhode Island School of Design, University of Southern California and Texas A&M University, respectively. 
Serving as the sports arm of the FAX program, the American Sports Brand project aimed to enhance and create a deeper understanding of United States society, culture, and values among international students through an intensive and thorough study and understanding of the formation, development and business practices of American sports. Focusing on experiential learning as a pedagogical theme, program coursework was organized into three modules that included: 1) United States History and the Foundations of the American Sports Brand, 2) The U.S. Sports Industry as a Business, and 3) The Environmental Influences that Shape and Inform the American Sports Brand. Each of these modular descriptions is apparent in our proposed model as reciprocal phenomena that have shaped and established the current American Sports Brand.
The American Sports Brand

Sports are a pervasive part of today’s American society. Millions of Americans avidly participate in recreational sports and athletics, while millions more enjoy sports as fans and spectators. In fact, the sports industry is now regarded as big business, generating approximately $250 billion in 2005 (twice the size of the U.S. auto industry and seven times the size of the movie industry) and is the sixth largest industry in the country based on GDP (Sports Business Journal, 2005). Indeed, due to the prominence of the sports industry in the U.S., the study of sports management has grown to record numbers. Over 200 U.S. universities now offer an undergraduate degree in the management of sports, and over 75 universities offer a graduate degree in the management of sports. But sports are also an important global industry, and the U.S. sport industry is considered by many to be an exemplary model from a business standpoint. One reason for this recognition is the manner in which the U.S. sports industry has been branded through its developmental years. Branding, defined as a “name, term, symbol, design, or some combination that identifies the products of a firm while differentiating them from the competition” (Boone & Kurtz, 2005, p. 382), is the process of creating a recognizable identity. While those outside its borders may view the U.S. economy, culture, government, and religious systems both positively and negatively, we believe the prevailing sentiment is that the U.S. sports brand has created a positive identity, or brand equity, worldwide.

The brand equity, or reputation and added value attributed to the brand, of the U.S. sports industry is considered to be quite high globally, leading to an identity of the U.S. sports industry as an ideal model for sports business. One theoretical reason behind the U.S. sports brand’s positive identity is the ability for sports to permeate politics, government, religion, and economic systems within our borders. In fact, history indicates that sports have always played a prominent role in many civilizations around the world, most notably among the Sumerians, Greeks, Romans, and other ancient cultures. Likewise, participation in sports, games and recreation has been shown to have many health-related benefits, thus being supported by societies as a moral good for people. 

All brands are identified by attributes that distinguish one brand from other competing brands. For example, the American Sports Brand includes specific business segments and extensions (i.e., institutions), values, and cultural and societal norms. The U.S. sports brand also has a specific brand personality (Aaker, 1997) that differentiates it from other global sports brands. Three critical components of the U.S. sports brand identity include: 1) a very unique American history, 2) the growth of sports as a business, and 3) environmental and cultural influences that have informed and shaped the brand to date. Thus, we contend that the American Sports Brand has been globally positioned as the sports industry leader in its mission, brand behaviors, and practices. Each of these factors inform what is proposed here as the American Sports Brand model (see Figure 1). This model, which was built upon relevant scholarly literature on the sports industry as well as upon best practices used within the industry today, was used as a thematic guide for the academic and study tour components of the exchange program. This model and the American Sports Brand theme were used to inform the program curriculum, including individual lesson plans, relevant readings, speaker selection, curriculum modules, site visits, activities, and discussions in both the residency and educational study tour components.
Program Curriculum
The coursework for the FAX program was organized into three modules that included academic residency and educational study tour components. The academic residency component took place on the campus of Texas A&M University and in the nearby cities of San Antonio, Dallas, and Houston. The educational study tour component took place in a number of various sports cities across the country that included Orlando, Daytona Beach, Washington DC, and New York City. 
Academic Residency
As was previously mentioned, the American Sports Brand model is based on an understanding of the American Sports Brand as a series of reciprocal relationships. At the core of these relationships is American history and culture, which has been both shaped by and has also influenced American sports history and culture over time. Further, both of these phenomena have developed and shaped the American sports industry as a multibillion dollar business, while the business aspects of sports have also shaped much of the history and cultural realities of sports in the United States. At the outermost level, the model depicts the sports industry environment. This environment includes the legal realities and regulations that control and inform the sports business industry, as well as the unique and often controversial social landscape of sports in America, such as issues related to women’s sports, class in sports, and race in sports, to name a few. The FAX program curriculum also introduced sports as a global product, discussing how economic development through sports has occurred and how the American Sports Brand is marketed internationally. This component of the model, depicted as an environmental outcome and influence, was emphasized throughout the curriculum. 

Within the framework of the American Sports Brand theme and model, our objective was to create enthusiastic student-centered sessions and site visits based upon constructivist theory. While most instruction in the U.S. has evolved from the positivist tradition (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992), constructivism offers a compelling alternative epistemological perspective for learning among college students. Morphew (2000, p. 4) defines constructivism, the most widely accepted theory of learning in education, as the “co-construction of meaning in the learning environment.” With roots in the disciplines of philosophy and psychology, the basic premise of the theory is that students can actively construct their knowledge, thus modifying their understanding, by assimilating new information offered by an instructor who has prior knowledge (Biggs, 1995). Scholars who advocate constructivism argue that a paradigm shift involving the centrality of the learning experience is necessary with regard to the pedagogical orientation of the learning session (Gillani, 2000; Ryan, Scott, Freeman, & Patel, 2000). The roles of both instructor and students are much more dynamic in a student-centered constructivist class than they are in the more traditional positivistic classroom. In an effort to move beyond the traditional linear relationship found in a teacher-centered positivist class, the FAX program’s academic residency was structured so that an innovative classroom environment could evolve, allowing the instructor and students to merge together to form a community of learners (Knowlton, 2000). Program presenters and developers provided in-depth content on the American Sports Brand while motivating students to actively seek knowledge through active and fervent discussions and peer learning. Through engaged discussions, workshops, roundtables, seminars, lectures, and site visits, program directors facilitated an environment where the instructors, speakers, and students collaboratively developed a “personal understanding of content” (Knowlton, 2000, p. 7). 
Educational Study Tour

The education study tour component of the FAX program consisted of four days in Orlando and Dayton Beach, Florida that included sport industry site visits to Disney’s Wide World of Sports (DWWS), Daytona International Speedway, and the business office of the Orlando Magic and the PGA Tour. Each of these visits included presentations and roundtable/panel discussions led by executives from each of the firms. An event management workshop on the AAU Basketball Championships and USSSA Baseball World Series was also delivered by executives from DWWS, as students were able to witness the scrupulous details that go into hosting and managing a worldwide sporting event. The study tour component of the program also consisted of four days in New York City and three days in Washington, DC that included visits to the Smithsonian and Metropolitan museums, the Pentagon, and other significant historical sites. In addition to the historical monuments and museums, students were able to attend Yankees, Mets, and Nationals baseball games. Students also spent half-days at the league offices of Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, Major League Soccer, and the National Football League. 

Discussion and Future Implications
The American Sports Brand FAX program was well received by the participants and Texas A&M University constituents. State Bureau program directors reported high satisfaction with the outcomes of the program, and evaluations of the participants likewise indicated that their viewpoints of the United States and U.S. culture significantly increased via their participation in the program. From the university’s perspective, the student learning environment that was achieved was optimal, as both international and American students were exposed to world renowned sport business scholars and practitioners and a maximized study tour of our nation’s largest sports cities. 

However, there were some facets of the program that could have made the learning environment better for the students that should be acknowledged to make program delivery and dissemination better for the future exchange participants. For example, the participants of the project expressed to program directors that they would have liked more time to digest the information they were exposed to through class and study tour activities. As indicated earlier in this narrative, future programs should seek to increase significantly the amount of time the students have to reflect on curricula. While the students greatly enjoyed the incredible amount of activities our program provided, we also learned that they may need a little more down time between site visits and classroom sessions. Though the program provided an exceptional number of scholars and activities, this was likely too excessive for the international students. Future programs should involve fewer scholars and activities in an effort to increase rest or down time along with increasing time for students to reflect on the curriculum and cultural experiences. 
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