An Evolving Revenue Paradigm for Sales Courses 

Abstract

Developing a sales curriculum within a marketing department that provides the necessary academic rigor and also meets the pragmatic needs of the business community is an ongoing challenge. With the additional experiential requirements that sport industry operations students must complete as part of their degree program, it becomes even more important that the curriculum match the needs of the college and the potential employer.  At Metropolitan State College of Denver (MSCD) we have begun an introspective process that has transformed our program both in and out of the classroom to include sales experiences that benefit the student, the potential employer, and the school.
Introduction

Experiential education in the field of marketing has enjoyed a dramatic increase in popularity over the last twenty years. During this time period, a paradigm shift has been occurring in higher education from teacher-centered instruction to a student-centered approach. The movement from the passive lecture pedagogy to the active learning method of experiential learning has generated professor and student excitement and has also spawned a great deal of research on the topic (Bobbit et al. 2000; Daughtrey et al. 2005; Frontczak 2006; Kennedy et al. 2001), including a recent special issue of the Journal of Marketing Education (April, 2000) on experiential education.  
 The importance of sales education has marked a change from lecture-based learning to experiential leaning (Anderson et al., 2005).  This change in learning style requires students to become actively involved inside and outside the classroom. Business executives expect that marketing students will possess sales skills (Leisen, Tippins, & Lilly, 2004).  Furthermore, sales professionals believe role playing and sales projects are key ingredients in sales education (Parker, Pettijohn, & Luke, 1996).  The use of role playing exercises helps develop communication skills, self confidence, and critical thinking, which are attributes highly valued by recruiters (Tomkovick, Erffmeyer, & Hietpas, 1996).  Brief, In-class Role Plays have been shown as an effective means to reach Gen Y students (Sojka & Fish, 2008). 
The following paper outlines how several marketing classes have applied experiential learning principles and created revenue for the department. Over the past several years, these classes have worked with The Colorado Rapids, The International-PGA Golf Tournament, the Colorado Rockies, the Denver Nuggets, the Colorado Avalanche, the Colorado Crush, Disney on Ice, and the Colorado Mammoth. These relationships have resulted in raising funds for the academic department, making money for sports teams and helping to land internships and jobs for the students.  Today many of the local professional teams not only provide internships and fundraising opportunities, they help train students as part of various marketing classes. The ongoing evolution of several marketing courses is described.
Background

In the current economic downturn, most leagues (the NFL is the local exception) have significant unsold inventory.  Game day promotions, family nights, Internet promotions, and promotional giveaway items are some of the marketing techniques used to boost attendance.  In addition to season ticket sales, premium seating, and mini plans, a significant number of the sales staff support group sales. College ticket sales projects typically are part of the group sales program. 
Students
Within our school, there are three groups of students that typically enroll in Sports Marketing and Personal Selling. 
1. Sport Management majors select a minor from the school of business; a large number choose marketing.  Within the marketing minor, students may choose two electives: Sports Marketing and one other course.  Frequently, the second elective is either Personal Selling or Sales Management.  
2. Marketing majors within the business school have four electives. In order to provide students considering careers in sales with more course options, two new courses were developed in 2009: Advanced Selling and Sport Sales.

3. Marketing minors, other than Sport Management, have two electives.
The Courses

The Sports Marketing course is frequently a student’s first exposure to sales. Since most entry level positions with professional sport teams begin in sales, sales training in the junior year prepares students for summer internships.  The Denver market is home to several professional sport teams covering baseball, football, basketball, hockey, lacrosse, and soccer. In addition to the major league teams, minor league hockey, baseball, basketball teams, and college athletic departments provide additional opportunities for student ticket sales projects exist. Each project’s date and cost structure is negotiated by the instructor with the professional team.  
Throughout the project, students conduct market research to set the ticket prices, to select target markets, and to help decide on the most effective promotional mediums. They then develop the marketing plan and present it to the staff of the sponsoring sports team. Students amend the plan, if necessary, and then execute it. Once implemented, students control for new challenges, unsatisfactory results and to make sure objectives are met.

Due to the amount of work needed to design and implement a marketing plan, students need to be placed into groups. The following is a list of groups that work best and a brief explanation of what they do. 

1. Advertising – Advertising design, handbill creation and disbursement, and purchasing


of advertising space. 

2. Direct Marketing – Database management and mining, email blasts to target markets,

and getting involvement with the alumni office.

3. Sales Promotion – One or two large campus-wide events designed to sell tickets and 

create buzz about the event/project. 

4. Sponsorship – Charged with securing sponsors so that swag and/or coupons can be 

given with tickets purchased to create a value-added component.

5. Public relations – Responsible for getting media coverage of sales promotions and

for getting information about the ticket sales/class in the media.

6. Personal Selling – All students required to personally sell tickets.

7. Logistics – A small group needed to secure all tickets and money collected.

The Personal Selling Course is not specific to a particular industry. Originally scheduled only once a year, a section is now offered each semester. Additional sections have been offered for evening students. The course has lectures that cover sales processes, videos that illustrate professional sales people in actual selling situations, case studies, guest speakers, role playing exercises, and a sales project. This project is based on working with a group sales executive from a professional team. The group sales executives provide in-class training in addition to promotional materials. Frequently, there are special awards to the top sellers (at game recognition, free tickets, and pre-game activities). The games chosen are typically weeknight games against less popular opponents that would not normally sell out.  Several teams have set up websites specific to the event where customers can be directed by students. Tickets can be purchased with a credit card only if a student’s name is selected from a pull down menu. Person-to-person sales are done on campus, to friends, and with small businesses. These are all cash transactions, which eliminates any returned check issues. Each student is tasked with a quota that is part of their course grade. The Personal Selling class only sells premium seats, typically at a significant discount. The value proposition includes discounted tickets (typically 30 to 50% off face value) with no fees.  Revenue generated supports endowed scholarships, marketing department activities, and student training programs.
The Sport Sales class is being offered to those students who are serious about ticket sales careers with professional sport franchises. Over half of the course is experiential. The curriculum includes call center activities, shadowing, role playing, resume construction, interviewing techniques, and sales projects. Sales executives from local teams provide practical training and career advice.  The course was created after a workshop (based on a model by Mount Union College) was held in the fall of 2008.  Students and faculty from four area colleges attended.  Sales executives from NBA, NHL, MLB, NFL, AFL, and MLL teams served as trainers for the day long workshop. At the end of the day, students were interviewed by the trainers for internships and fulltime positions.  Several students were offered positions. 
Results and Future Research
When financial resources are scarce in higher education, the ability to create opportunities for student requires that educators develop new models.  By combining experiential learning and training, students are better equipped to succeed in sales positions. Students are prepared to be successful interns.  They are prepared with professional resumes and interviewing skills that employers expect.  Local sports teams benefit by generating additional ticket revenue and by developing potential new hires.  By working with the school, teams have the inside track with students looking for internships or fulltime positions.  The college benefits by generating new revenue sources that allow the development of new courses and educational programs within the Marketing Department.  
As students are hired by the professional teams, a longitudinal study is planned to assess how courses are preparing the students to meet the needs of their employers.  Preliminary feedback has reinforced the importance of classroom role playing exercises.  Even though students faced initial discomfort, they felt that their ability to perform on the sales project was enhanced. Employers will have the opportunity to grade the effectiveness of the sales curriculum. Likewise, former students and graduates will be surveyed to determine how existing courses met their needs.  
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