
Summit 2014 Keeps Getting Bigger: 
Our Biggest Demo Day, Our Biggest Marketing 
Workshop and Our Biggest Announcement Ever
Bigger will be better when we convene our 7th annual Proponent Group Summit 
on November 2-4 at Heathrow C.C. in Lake Mary, FL. Our Monday lineup of top-
name teachers is outstanding with Cameron McCormick and Martin Hall provid-
ing keynote presentations. Martin will then be joined by Mike Bender and Gale 
Peterson (check out Gale’s Q&A on page 14) – three National Teachers of the Year 
– for our biggest ever Faults and Fixes panel. (See pages 3-4 for the full agenda.)
     Monday afternoon concludes with our biggest Teaching Technology and Train-
ing Aids Demo Day ever with 20 companies scheduled to participate including in-
comers: Arccos, Certified Golf Coach, College Golf Placement, GolfersMD, 
IXIA Sports, Mobicoach, MovCov and Pro Putt Systems. 
     On Tuesday we will have our first-ever full-day Marketing Workshop dedicated 
to providing you with a personalized road map to improving your marketing com-
munications on your website, your email blasts, your collateral materials and 
through your social media. The day will include information from our expert panels 
along with hands-on reviews of participants’ materials and a Q&A at the end of 
each session to answer your specific questions about your marketing needs. 
     The summit’s opening night dinner also will include our biggest announcement 
ever which will transform our member benefits in a variety of new and powerful 
ways for years to come. You don’t want to miss this.
     If you have yet to sign up, don’t delay as we have less than 20 spots still avail-
able at this time. Logon to the members’ website today to register to attend.

[1]

    Member Newsletter                 October 2014

INSIDE THIS ISSUE
PAGE 2
New Member Communications 
Platform; Golf Digest Best Young 
Teachers

PAGE 5
Best Foot Forward: 
Getting Noticed in a Job Search

PAGE 7
Marketing: Retail Tribe on Inventing 
“Results-Oriented Products” 

PAGE 10
Make the Most of a Referral 
Program to Grow Your Business 

PAGE 12
Lorin’s Column: Continuing Educa-
tion Supercharges Your Success

PAGE 14
What I’ve Learned: Gale Peterson, 
Sea Island Learning Center

PAGE 16
Member Milestones: New Members

COLLABORATE
www.proponent-group.com

Mike Bender, Martin Hall, Cameron McCormick and Gale Peterson will all be presenting at Summit 
’14. Along with wisdom from these world-class teachers, participants will have the opportunity to 
hone their business skills at our first-ever Marketing Workshop. 

http://www.proponent-group.com.com
http://www.proponent-group.com.com


Golf Digest’s New List of America’s Best Young 
Teachers includes 14 Proponent Group Members

The November issue of Golf Digest hits newsstands this 
week and included in the issue’s Best Young Teachers in 
America feature will be 14 Proponent Group members.
     As the article notes, today’s younger teachers are armed 
with more technology and data than ever before, yet com-
municating it all in a clear and understandable way to the 

student is still the unwavering goal. The magazine consulted 
numerous industry experts including nationally ranked in-
structors from their other ranking programs and the 41 PGA 
Sections. The list encompasses the 40 teachers under 40 
years old who they believe best exemplify this ability. 
     The average age of the group is 34 and the average les-
son rate is $165. Eleven of the instructors on the list are first 
time recipients of this honor. 
     Proponent Group members making the 2014-15 list in-
clude: Steve Atherton, Wolcott, CO; Corey Badger, Salt 
Lake City, UT; Jason Birnbaum, Demarest, NJ; Mark 
Blackburn, Birmingham, AL; Tim Cooke, Hilton Head Is-
land, SC; Andrew Dawes, Wesley Chapel, FL; Travis Ful-
ton, Ponte Vedra Beach, FL; James Kinney, Omaha, NE; 
Erika Larkin, Gainesville, VA; Corey Lundberg, The Wood-
lands, TX; Megan Padua, Bluffton, SC; Trillium Sellers 
Rose, Rockville, MD; Shaun Webb, Shreveport, LA; Joey 
Wuertemberger, Fort Worth, TX. 
     For Kinney, Lundberg and Webb it was their first time on 
the list. 
     Our Mark Blackburn was singled out as teaching the 
most Tour professionals among the group with five. 
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PROPONENT GROUP NEWS

Members Included in GD’s Best Young Teachers 
List; Edufii Facilitates Member Communication

Edufii “Team” to Facilitate Better Real-Time 
Communications Between our Members

Due to recent changes in the 
way Facebook’s Private 
Groups function we are mov-
ing our real-time communica-
tions to Edufii’s platform. When 
we post to our group on Face-
book, many of our members 
don’t get the postings sent to 
their newsfeed. Edufii has set up a Team space for us 
so that all of our members will be notified of new posts. 
This new set up offers additional advantages including 
sending notifications to a smartphone and/or email and 
all posts will be easily tagged and searchable.
     We are posting to both Facebook and Edufii during 
the transition with the expectation that Edufii will be the 
primary real time platform by early November.  
     If you receive an email asking you to join, please do 
so. It’s a free member service and it will give you access 
to real-time conversations and answers to questions 
you may have along with industry information exclu-
sively available to our membership. 
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Summit 2014

Growing the Game, Growing Your Business
When Golfers Improve, The Industry Grows – 

It’s Time to Teach, Promote and Profit

November 2-4, 2014 (Sunday - Tuesday)
Lake Mary, Florida

Register Today. Time is Running Out.
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2014 Summit Line-up

Sunday, November 2

11:00am                Registration Opens
1:00pm                  Optional Golf  at Heathrow C.C.
6:30pm                  Opening Night Dinner at Heathrow C.C.
 
Monday, November 3

7:00am                  Breakfast Buffet

8:00am                  Addressing the Industry’s Disconnect
                                Regarding the Value of   Instruction 
                                (Lorin Anderson) 

8:30-10:00am     The Journey to High Performance
                               (Cameron McCormick)

10:00am               Break

10:30-11:30am   Panel Discussion: Protecting Your 
                                Business (Topics will include:
                                Employment Contracts, Managing your 
                                Manager and Moving to a New Facility) 

11:30am               Lunch Buffet  

Outdoor Session at the Mike Bender Golf  Academy
12:30-2:00pm     How I Teach the Short Game (Martin Hall)

2:00-3:30pm        Faults and Fixes Panel: Looking for a Fix?  
                                Ask Our Panel for Their Favorites 
                                (Mike Bender, Martin Hall and Gale 
                                Peterson)

3:30pm     Teaching Tech and Training Aids Demo Day
                        Aimpoint Clinic with Mark Sweeney at 4:45pm

5:45pm     Cocktails and dinner at Heathrow C.C.

Tuesday, November 4

7:00am     Breakfast Buffet

Hands On Marketing Workshop Day
                  NOTE: Participants are strongly encouraged 
                  to bring hardcopies of  your website pages, 
                  email blasts, newsletters, and social media 
                  pages for hands-on review and discussion.

8:00am     Workshop Goals for the Day

8:15am     Maximizing Your Website
                         Panel Discussion, Reviews and Roundtable

10:00am  Break

10:30am  Creating Emails and Collateral Materials that 
                   Really Sell Your Services
                        Panel Discussion, Reviews and Roundtable

12:15am   Lunch Buffet

1:15pm     Driving Your Lesson Business with Social Media
                       Panel Discussion, Reviews and Roundtable.   
 
3:00pm     Summit Ends

Summit Details and Registration Information

Host Site: Heathrow C.C. in Lake Mary, FL is located 45 
minutes from Orlando International Airport at I-4 Exit 98. 

PGA/LPGA Education Credits: Agenda will be submit-
ted to the PGA and LPGA for continuing education for as-
sociation members. Approximately 13 hours of  education 
will be included in the summit.

Lodging: Proponent has negotiated our lowest summit 
rates ever at the Hampton Inn and Suites - Lake Mary 
(407-995-9000) for $99 per night. The Courtyard Marriott - 
Heathrow (407-444-1000) for $89 and the Hyatt Place  - 
Lake Mary for $109 (407-995-5555). Many other hotel 

chains including Marriott, Westin, Hilton Garden Suites 
and Residence Inn also are located within three miles of  
Heathrow C.C. Contact your preferred hotel directly to 
book a room. 

Meals: Six meals from Sunday dinner through Tuesday 
lunch are included in the summit fee. 

Cost: The Full members and International members rate 
is $475. Associate members are welcome to attend for 
$525. NOTE: Optional golf  Sunday afternoon at Heathrow 
C.C. is an additional $50 (tee times are limited and will be 
filled first-come, first-served). 



By David Gould, Staff Editor

Career-minded Proponent Group members are known for 
investing in their future prospects. But how often will they 
spend $30 for a box of  watermarked, 100 percent cotton 
fiber writing paper—plus $25 for matching envelopes? A 
generation ago, fancy stationery was a sign of serious am-
bitions. Your resume and cover letter would show up via 
U.S. mail and make a positive impression. 
     “I’m not sure I even get cover letters anymore.” That 
was Rob Noel’s response when asked about job candi-
dates for his two learning centers, the Rob Noel Golf 
Academy north of New Orleans and Big Easy Golf Acad-
emy in the city. He corrected himself moments later, realiz-
ing that  email messages with resumes attached do arrive 
at his in-box—it’s simply that they fail to register in mem-
ory. The most recent example was an email from a young 
woman two years out of college 
who had modest credentials as 
a player and minimal teaching 
experience, all of it in First Tee 
events. Her letter was vague 
and she failed to attach a re-
sume or even state that she had 
one available.
     “What’s weird is that I came 
very close to calling her,” admits 
Noel. Despite the weak reach-
out and skimpy qualifications, 
the fact that the applicant had 
done her First Tee work and had 
experience as a fitness instructor drew Noel’s interest. 
Plus, her timing was good (“never under-estimate timing,” 
he advises) given a busy upcoming schedule of junior clin-
ics. “Also, she seemed like a sweet kid,” he adds. If any-
thing, having an attractive personality is more important 
than ever, according to the sources interviewed for this ar-
ticle. 
     Proponent member Rod Cook is a veteran teaching pro-
fessional who just landed a new job. “I didn’t have to write 
a cover letter, in this case,” admits Cook, who was picked 
as an internal candidate for the director-of-instruction posi-
tion at the new and lavish Four Seasons Resort and Golf 
Club, set to open later this year at Walt Disney World in 
Orlando. Still, Cook did warm to the topic of the well-
written letter of introduction. “I’ve spent my share of time 
looking at resumes and cover letters,” he says. “These 
days they almost always come electronically—but if some-

thing comes by U.S. mail on quality paper with a water-
mark, it will grab my attention. I may be old-school that 
way but if a young person goes to that effort it shows me 
something.”
     Plain-speaking Rick Martino, asked to reflect on this 
topic, began bluntly. “Golf is a terrible business for struc-
tured upward mobility,” he asserts. “There is often no 
rhyme or reason as to why Candidate A or B or Z gets the 
job. How is someone making a hire going to sift through 
500 resumes?” But he does see a positive side to the 
numbers problem. In his view, younger golf coaches who 
have the gift and have the dedication will look and act very 
differently from the legions of pros who gravitate toward 
instruction as a “whatever” option once their hopes for a 
head-pro career start to dim. “You need passion or you 
won’t stay with it,” says Martino. “If you are really right for 
this field you will be specializing, and that will be recog-

nized, because that’s the way everything is going.” 
     Experts in career development will always say that a 
cover letter works because it explains in persuasive lan-
guage what you are like as a person and as a worker and 
why you would fit well in the organization you’re applying 
to. Martino, a Proponent member now based at Trump Na-
tional Golf Club in Jupiter, Fla., translates that to golf in-
struction today. 
     “If you’ve built a good reputation and younger golf pro-
fessionals know you, they will contact you with questions 
about technique and the craft of teaching,” he says. “I was 
director of instruction for the PGA of America for a long 
time, so I get contacted quite a bit. People ask if they can 
watch me teach. There is an etiquette to that, and to how 
you behave once you are on-site with the teacher you’re 
observing—that’s often how the first impression is made.”
                                                    (Continued on next page)

[5]

MEMBER BENEFITS

Career Building: Best Foot Forward 
Will You Make Yourself Noticed in a Job Search?

If something comes by 
U.S. mail on quality paper 
with a watermark, it will 
grab my attention. I may 
be old-school that way but 
if a young person goes to 
that effort it shows me 
something.”     – Rod Cook



     Career experts will also stress the great value of finding 
a mentor within your industry. In golf instruction, there’s a 
strong tradition of mentoring and being mentored. Younger 
instructors who show that they understand this facet of the 
business will earn points with the established teachers. If 
you spend time at David La Pour’s place of business, the 
Colleton River Golf Academy in Bluffton, S.C., you will no-
tice that the outside-services staffers employed by this up-
scale, 36-hole golf community are over-educated for their 

positions. 
     “We have a professional golfer training institute nearby 
and hire from there pretty regularly,” explains La Pour, a 
Proponent Group member who learned his craft watching 
Bob Toski, Peter Kostis, Craig Shankland and other lumi-
naries. “These are young guys who love golf and want to 
make it a career. Not long after they get here, most of them 
will approach me and ask if they can spend their off time 
watching what we do, observing lessons and clinics and so 
forth.” In virtually every instance the answer is affirmative, 
opening a very important door. “Out of 50 young people 
who have asked for that privilege, and been told yes,” La 
Pour reports, “I would say two of them ended up actually 
doing it.”
     The moral of that story is clear: Whether you express it 
in a cover letter or in some other form of communication, 
nice words about how dedicated you are need to be 
backed up by action. 

     Blandness, vagueness and worn-out buzzwords are not 
the way to put your best foot forward. Robin Rasch, head 
golf professional at Oak Pointe Country Club in suburban 
Detroit, advises a somewhat self-revealing approach, com-
bined with solid research into what’s needed at the facility 
you’re applying to. “In our field,” says Rasch, “there are 
many people with similar experience and credentials. What 
sets you apart is character and personality. Help me un-
derstand how you go about building relationships, and how 

you’ve succeeded in doing that.” 
     In communicating with a teacher 
who wants to work at Oak Pointe, Pro-
ponent member Rasch hopes to hear 
that they’ve tried to learn about the 
club, what makes it tick, what path it 
sees itself on. Along with that, the can-
didate does well to share some facet of 
themselves that indicates humanity 
and depth of personal experience, 
even if it includes a setback or a slip-
up along the way. “There is a risk on 
my part in taking you on,” says Rasch, 
a Proponent member who works win-

ters in Florida at Hunter’s Green C.C., “so it’s reasonable 
that you, the candidate, might take a calculated risk in be-
ing candid about who you are and what your core beliefs 
are.” 

     Many of the veteran professionals interviewed for this 
story say they have their eyes open for candidates who, 
despite being in an early phase of their career, take re-
sponsibility for the future of the game. So, along with re-
searching the particular facility to learn what its needs are, 
job candidates should also demonstrate an understanding 
of the game and the industry, to grasp what its needs are. 
“I get resumes every other week,” says David La Pour. “If I 
sense that the person is wanting to come into golf and en-
joy the benefits of what is already there, that’s not good 
enough. Growing the game is part of paying your dues. If 
you want to work in this great environment called golf, you 
have to help sustain it — you have to show me that you 
have started doing the outreach.” 
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Job candidates 
should also demon-
strate an under-
standing of the 
game and the in-
dustry, to grasp 
what its needs are.
        – David LaPour

Summit 2014
Growing the Game, Growing Your Business

When Golfers Improve, The Industry Grows – 
It’s Time to Teach, Promote and Profit

November 2-4, 2014 (Sunday - Tuesday)
Lake Mary, Florida

Less Than a Month Away. Register Today. 



By Ian James, CEO, Retail Tribe

The person who put the Get Golf Ready product together 
based their product design on what they thought the con-
sumer wanted to buy. 
     So that you can ponder it a while, I have left that 
thought deliberately hanging. In this article I want to have 
fun and consider what our shop signage and web pages 
would look like if we embraced that philosophy. To look at 
things from a golfer/consumer perspective, ask yourself 
this question: What percentage of my golfers who have 
been playing the game for more than three years took a 
lesson, attended a clinic or invested in any sort of coaching 
program in the last year? Unless your situation is unusual, 
that percentage will be small.      
     So, back to our Get Golf Ready example. Yes, of course 
the product designer knew what they had at their disposal: 
a PGA professional’s coaching skills plus great knowledge 
of many, many aspects of the game. They knew they could 
bake all of that together to create a product. But they didn’t 
start their product design there. They started with con-
sumer research and identified a need on the part of con-

sumers—to learn what they would have to do to get to the 
point where they could actually go and make a reasonable 
attempt to play the game. Simple. Sensible. 
     With that in mind, I went to golf professional and coach 
websites looking for ‘stuff’ I would want to buy. I’m a 13-
handicap golfer. I know I could be a low single-digit player 
(honest!). Question: Where’s the product for me?
     Look at your website and see what you have “in stock.” 
Is there a product with a title I could quickly identify and 
latch onto? On the many sites I looked at, there was not. 
     So I started thinking about results I might want to buy. 
Here’s my quick list:
• Up-and-down in 2, sometimes, from the greenside 

bunker--but always in 3 or less
• Sink more good birdie opportunities and make more 

par saves
• A ball-flight with a Draw, not Fade or Slice
• Pitch shots on the money more often
• Playing my second from the fairway more often
• Hit more greens with short-iron approach shots
• Of course you could offer me the big one: Break 85 

every time. (See illustration below.)
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RETAIL TRIBE ON MARKETING 

You Can Have Fun Inventing New Products



     Funny, after I had made my list, I looked at several of 
the magazines. Turns out their cover blurbs are offering 
those results or similar. GOLF Magazine promised me I 
could break 85 every time. It also screamed that it could fix 
my slice and give me Graeme McDowell’s short-game. 
Those are all results I have interest in. That made me get 
out the last 12 issues of GOLF Magazine and count the 
number of ‘products’ offered. I counted 32 non-duplicated 
(curing a slice is a pretty common offer) products. 
     Now I’m not the expert on what golfers want. You are. 
So, why don’t you stop a moment and see how your 
knowledge improves my list. Forget new and beginner 
golfers for a moment. Break your market into what you 
think are relevant performance categories. I’ve been trained 
to think in threes as manageable, so I’d go to Low Handi-
cap (6 and under); Improving (7 to 15 handicap) and Incon-
sistent (16 and above). For each group, make a list of what 
results you think would interest golfers. Invent your “prod-
ucts.” Take just one group and consider what you think the 
target golfer might pay for the results you are marketing. 
     I tested this thought process on a golfer about to buy a 
$499 Driver (from Golfsmith). This is a person with very 
good hand-eye coordination, who already plays a racquet 
sport at a high level. He shoots between 76 and 92 every 
weekend. He knows he should be under 80 every time. 

     I asked him why he wasn’t going to get coaching rather 
than spend the $499 on the hope that a new driver was a 
step towards better golf. We eventually narrowed it down 
to his sense of the dollar investment it would require. He 
wasn’t sure what it would take to get from where he was to 
sub-80 every time. Therefore he couldn’t estimate a price 
to compare to the value he placed on that result. 
     Interestingly, the sticker on that driver had created a 
“price anchor” in his mind. He knew he was ready to invest 
at least $499, so now it was a question of how much more 
he might spend. But he’s not having to make that judgment 
because no one’s offering a coaching/training product to 
golfers of his standard—if they were it would be along the 
lines of “Break 85 every time for $899”.
     I’m sure you have already worked out where I’m going 
with this. We pursue this approach as much as possible. 
We have a teacher who “invents” a new product every 
month and makes a limited offer. Whatever result he’s of-
fering, the first five golfers to respond get the product. 
     The result he offers catches the eye of his target golfers. 
The fact that he can only “manage” five golfers often cre-
ates more demand than supply, and we all know how im-
portant that is to pricing and margins.
     Next month I’m going to expand this thinking and show 
you how to create a variety of short-game products.
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Proponent Success

Golfers Respond to ‘Coaching Product’ Offers

Paul Kaster, Proponent Group member and an instructor at 
Royce Brook Academy of Golf in Hillsborough, N.J., has started 
to embrace the philosophy that he can create and promote 
limited-space products that are linked to a specific skill and 
competency.
     In his second week with RetailTribe he put together and 
promoted a half-day school to build awareness of the Royce 
Brook Academy and Royce Brook Golf Club to his local market. 
He secured his six students and $1,620 for half a day’s work.

     “I have never been this busy 
in Fall. Not only does the Re-
tailTribe marketing solution 
allow me to reach out to golf-
ers more easily, but Rick, my 
RetailTribe Campaign Manager, 
is full of great ideas on how to 
grow my engagement with 
more golfers.” – Paul Kaster, 
PGA Professional, Royce 
Brook Academy of Golf

“Selling the Result Really Works”

“Rick (a RetailTribe Campaign Manager) told me to run a 30-
yard pitch shot challenge for three hours. I sold more wedges in 
three hours than I’d sold in the previous three months. And 

guess what? I also sold 
coaching programs.
     Then he encouraged me to 
run a “Speed Challenge” for 
three hours with the new PING 
G30 metalwood. I sold over $5,000 of merchandise in those 
three hours, with more in the week after. Selling the result really 
works.” – Bill Abrams, PGA Professional, Balmoral Woods

     Bill is another PGA professional who has embraced “Better 
Golf as a Merchandising Strategy.”In fact, Bill now adds his 
own ideas to our library of “Playbooks.” But guess where the 
best ideas always come from? That’s correct—once a golf pro-
fessional starts thinking in this way, 
dozens of good ideas on how to sell 
the result will come forth. Our staff 
will struggle to keep up with you. 
     Meanwhile, in his comment 
above Abrams is being modest. The 
30-yard charity pitch-shot challenge 
was actually his idea. And he’s al-
ready got a lot more to follow. 

You’ll be surprised at how easy we 
can make effective marketing for 
you. Just give us 20 minutes and 
we’ll show you how we can make 
an impact for you.
     Contact Ian James at 
IanJames@retailtribe.com or 972-
743-0038 or visit us at 
www.retailtribe.com.  

mailto:IanJames@retailtribe.com
mailto:IanJames@retailtribe.com
http://www.retailtribe.com
http://www.retailtribe.com
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PARTNER SPOTLIGHT: EDUFII

So you joined Edufiinow 
what?

Make the most of your Edufii experience by calling 800.439.8505
Missed your invite? Email us at support@edufii.com

Join in on the discussion 

by sharing your drills, 

practice strategies, 

technical reviews, bio-

mechanical insights, 

IHSS�ÅPNO[�YLWVY[Z��ILZ[�
business practices, etc. 

in an environment built 

for you and the team.

Get more from Lorin 

Anderson and your 

Proponent Group peers 

in the Proponent Team 
TrainingSpace. Connect 

and collaborate in a 

distraction free zone 

dedicated to helping you 

be the best. 

We look forward to 

seeing you at The World 
Golf Fitness Summit 
October 26-28 and the 

Proponent Summit 
November 2-4. We will 

be there to answer any  

questions about your 

coaching business.



By David Gould, Staff Editor

“Whatever you do,” advised Walt Disney, “do it 
so well that people will want to experience it 
again and bring their friends.” 
     The inimitable Disney understood that rec-
ommending a product or service was the natural 
conclusion to a customer’s positive experience. 
Then again, Walt was selling mass-market enter-
tainment—a feel-good item that basically every-
one springs for. Thus, an “Aladdin” or “Lion 
King” fan wouldn’t think twice about urging oth-
ers to see it. 
     At the other end of the spectrum are pur-
chases like life insurance and tax prepara-
tion—both of which do rely heavily on word-of-
mouth endorsement. Given the stakes, people 
might shy away from influencing another’s 
choice within those categories. And that’s true 
no matter how satisfied they were with they own 
selection. 
     Golf instruction lies somewhere along this 
continuum. The fairly knowledgeable golfer real-
izes that a swing change tends to cause tempo-
rary regression in skills and scoring. For that rea-
son, referring a teacher could be one of those 
good deeds that doesn’t go unpunished, at least 
for a time. Then there’s the scenario in which a 
golfer wants to experience your teaching again 
and again but he refutes Disney’s axiom by NOT 
wanting to bring his friends. For competitive reasons, he’d 
rather see their technique remain flawed. 
     And yet, there is no well-run golf academy (or sole in-
struction practice) that doesn’t take pains with its customer 
referral program. Doing so is part of the increasing sophisti-
cation of business practices in our industry. Golfer A telling 
Golfer B that you helped him with his game is something 
that happens organically, but that’s not good enough. A level 
of strategy and rigor should be brought to the process. 
     Life insurance is probably the ultimate example of a 
referral-driven industry that has made a science out of get-
ting current clients to identify new ones. Entire seminars are 
devoted to this process, and agents take great care as they 
approach an existing client and ask for names and contact 
information of uninsured associates. One universal belief 
among high-performing insurance reps is that you have to 

earn your referrals—both by doing an excellent job and by 
actively, repeatedly asking clients to refer others to you—not 
sitting back and waiting for this to happen.
     Proponent Group member Andy Hilts, director of instruc-
tion and education for GolfTec, says earning the right to re-
quest word-of-mouth promo from existing students is a 
mantra at his company. It’s difficult to truly improve at golf 
and likewise difficult to fix a player’s swing. If you succeed 
as a teacher/coach it’s a thing to be celebrated, and it 
should lead to more business. “Make people better and you 
earn the right to ask for a referral,” says Hilts. “We talk about 
this all the time.” Knowing you deserve the chance to start 
this conversation with a student helps greatly, but it’s only a 
beginning. Hilts believes you should be thinking about who 
this golfer plays with and whom he or she could influ-
ence—the regular foursome being most likely. You should 
also ponder the “how” of referral requesting carefully.
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MARKETING
Business Building Concepts

Is Your Referral System All it Should Be?

Golfer A telling Golfer B that you helped him is something that happens organically, but 
that’s not good enough. A level of strategy and rigor should be brought to the process. 



     “It’s the type of conversation that can make both parties 
uncomfortable, so how you do it is critical,” says Hilts. “Our 
instructors are urged to practice their delivery and pay atten-
tion to how it’s received. You can practice your delivery as 
you drive in the car. You can practice on your spouse or a 
friend. You need to do it with poise and confidence.” The 
phrase “raving fan,” invented by business writer Ken Blan-
chard, applies to this question. “You’re always looking for 
who that raving fan is,” Hilts comments. “In some cases it 
will take a student a year to go from satisfied customer to 
raving fan, so you can’t judge immediately.”

     Golf instructors are advised to measure referral activity 
and set numerical goals. Deb Vangellow, a Proponent Group 
member based at a private facility in Sugar Land, Tex., Riv-
erbend Country Club, needs no further convincing. “I aim for 
25 or more new students every season, based solely on re-
ferrals,” says Vangellow, who earned LPGA National Teacher 
of the Year honors in 2012. “Riverbend allows guests to 
come for instruction, which is a wonderful thing for me and a 
positive for the club. It has translated into an effective form 
of advertising that has brought in new members.”
     Vangellow places emphasis on how the referral is re-
quested. She relies on her USchedule software for system-
atic “coverage” of her referral-
providing database, but beyond that 
the process is all about warmth and 
sincerity. “I utilize USchedule and all 
of its post-lesson options such as 
email blasts and newsletter sending,” 
says Vangellow. “My message is to 
thank students for working with me 
and thank them for them for referring 
family, friends, and colleagues. This 
has been extremely effective—but 
remember that wording and sincerity 
are important.” Pivoting off the Har-
vey Penick motto, “If you play golf, 
you are my friend,” Vangellow usually 
thanks clients for their friendship 
rather than for their “business.”
     This is subtle but it’s enormously 
important: You tell your audience that they are, indeed, rec-
ommending you far and wide, that you’re getting new stu-
dents regularly and that it’s all good. Doing this creates a 
sense of ease and flow. Speakers at those life insurance 
seminars will note that agents get shy about seeking refer-
rals for fear of sounding desperate or damaging the 
customer-agent relationship that’s already in place. This 
problem is pre-empted when you tell the target audience 
that lots of referral activity is taking place already, has been 
for a long time and all involved are happy and satisfied. 
     Renée Trudeau-O'Higgins, a Proponent member based at 
the Biltmore Hotel and Golf Course in Coral Gables, Fla., is a 
Class A PGA and LPGA member and a TPI level one golf 
professional. According to Trudeau-O’Higgins, her students 
“are wonderful at spreading the word,” even the semi-

regulars. “Many of my referrals come from clients I don't see 
that often,” says Renée. “My previous two positions were at 
busy private clubs in the area, so many of my referrals are 
those clients who don't have the option of bringing their 
friends to their club.” Here in the digital age of Yelp.com and 
other opinion websites, there is a softened way to ask cli-
ents to endorse you—ask them to write nice things online. 
“I’ve never asked for a referral, nor will I ever,” says Trudeau-
O’Higgins. “However, I will ask for a review.”
     Currently, she is researching loyalty programs and pon-
dering ways she might help those who contribute to her 
business-development efforts. “I would like to provide some 
incentives,” she says. “I do have an incentive for those cli-
ents that refer a clinic/ group of students. If they fill a clinic of 
6 people, they come to the class for free.”
     Brian Varsey, who serves a notably affluent clientele at 
the Ocean Reef Club in Key Largo, Fla., is dedicated to 
building up his teaching practice. Now in his second year at 
the high-toned private golf-and-yachting community, Varsey 
is generating revenues about 20 percent higher than in his 
inaugural season. For that he credits the recommendation 
factor—satisfied customers touting the results of working 
with him. Some new students openly say that a friend “in-
sists I come and take a lesson with you,” explains Varsey. 

Not all newcomers say what persuaded them, so he imag-
ines there are referrals that go uncredited. That would likely 
be different if a reward program were in place, but Varsey 
feels it would be inappropriate and even gauche to create a 
dollar-based incentive program for referrals. 
     “This is the type of club where people never ask what the 
price of the lesson is,” says Varsey. “You aren’t hitting any 
kind of hot button when you offer a $100 fee voucher.” In 
such situations, the network-marketing experts would urge a  
teaching professional to identify a non-financial incentive 
that could motivate satisfied students to actively endorse 
the experience. Among the likely possibilities are an 
invitation-only party that rewards the referral givers, or a 
special clinic with a high-profile guest coach. To avoid hurt 
                                                          (Continued on page 16)

[11]

“You’re always looking 
for who that raving fan 
is,” Hilts comments. “In 
some cases it will take a 
student a year to go 
from satisfied customer 
to raving fan, so you 
can’t judge immedi-
ately.”
     - Andy Hilts, GolfTEC
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By Lorin Anderson, President

I remember 20-plus years ago attending 
my first PGA Teaching and Coaching 
Summit in San Francisco and being 
amazed by the energy in the room. At least 
1,500 teachers were in the house and they 
all seemed to be taking books full of notes 
and asking a million questions. It was in-
vigorating to say the least and it left an in-

delible mark on me ever since about the passion so many 
full-time golf instructors have for their jobs. 
     Over the years I had the honor of creating and hosting 
the Top 100 Teachers Retreats and have consulted for 
both the PGA and LPGA on their summits along with host-
ing what will be our 7th annual Proponent Group Summit 
in less than a month. Twenty years later I still find that the 
room always pulses with the energy of a group of dedi-
cated professionals striving to improve. These events are a 
big reason why I wanted to form Proponent Group. I truly 
enjoy being around your energy and I always want to be a 
part of this industry because of it. It is infectious.  
     But some of you may be getting “Summit Fatigue” as 
there are more certification programs, organization sum-
mits and media hosted education events than ever before 
and I’m beginning to sense a bit of resistance. It’s an un-
derstandable response to becoming a bit overwhelmed at 
the growing number of professional education options 
which have gone from a handful in the early ‘90s to dozens 
today. 
     Because I’ve seen it work so well for my wife Cheryl in 
her teaching career, my recommendation is to set aside 2-

4 percent of your gross revenue each year to attend at 
least one summit event and at least one certification pro-
gram. This is your “R&D budget” and just like every com-
pany invests in researching new products and training 
their people, so must you to remain successful over the 
long haul.
     Cheryl has used this strategy for nearly 20 years and 
these events have exponentially broadened her industry 
network, transformed her business skills and allowed her 
to develop a solid understanding of everything from how 
the body functions during the golf swing, to the physics of 
ball/club contact to the geometry of reading greens. With-
out these summits and certifications she would be a shell 
of the instructor and coach that she is today.
     Just as you tell students not to try every tip in GOLF 
Magazine each month, you definitely shouldn’t try to in-
corporate every single concept or idea you come across at 
these events, but you will undoubtedly find some great 
nuggets at each event that you will incorporate into your 
business and lessons for years to come. 
     I know that many of our members have developed job 
leads and been exposed to career changing ideas at our 
summits over the years. I also know that you are in a busi-
ness where you generally are on your own teaching by 
yourself without daily interaction with other teachers. On 
top of that you are usually your own boss and can’t rely on 
developing best practices on your own. 
     This is why attending Summits (hopefully including ours 
next month) has a profound effect on your career. Do 
yourself a favor and keep yourself engaged in new teach-
ing theories, new business ideas and grow your peer net-
work. Those who do always come out ahead. 

STATE OF THE INDUSTRY

Continuing Education Can Supercharge Your Success

Proponent Group Partners
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PARTNER SPOTLIGHT: SCOR GOLF/BEN HOGAN



Gale Peterson has her roots in Sea Island, 
Georgia—and they run very deep. The multi-
faceted and award-winning professional has 
spent her entire career at the famed golf 
resort in the Golden Isles, where her father 
was the property’s longtime general man-
ager. During her early years Peterson had the 
opportunity to meet and closely observe 
many of the game’s top players and greatest 
instructors. In particular, she had the privi-

lege of watching Davis Love III grow up as a golfer, under the tu-
telage of his famous and widely admired father, Davis Love, Jr.
     Gale is highly lauded for her teaching skill, with honors that in-
clude a place on Golf Digest's list of America's 50 Greatest Teachers 
and GOLF Magazine’s Top 100 Teachers. She is a former national 
LPGA Teacher of the Year and a familiar face on televised instruc-
tion segments at Golf Channel, ESPN, FOX and NBC's Today. Peter-
son co-authored "LPGA Guide to Every Shot" and is a regular con-
tributor to several publications, including GOLF Magazine. Inter-
viewer and Proponent Group member Paul Ramee went beyond 
those accolades to find the nuances in Gale’s approach to teaching.

Gale, your experience at Sea Island is unique in many ways—
talk about how it has impacted your life and your career.
My father was the general manager of the Sea Island Golf Club for 
43 years and I was always around the club, taking part in all the jun-
ior golf and junior tennis clinics. I was fortunate to have a lot of 
teachers who shared their time and wisdom with me. Meanwhile, I 
was exposed a little bit to the business side of the golf industry 
through my father. So, I learned about golf management and also 
learned about the teaching and clinic side of the industry.

When your junior days were over, what came next?
After college I came back to Sea Island and decided to take a job 
as an assistant pro. I was in the golf 
shop generally, learning the ropes. 
One day, one of the other assis-
tants went off-property and 
couldn’t make it back in time for a 
lesson he had scheduled. I was 
told to go out and give the lesson, 
something I had never done before.

That’s an exciting moment. Per-
haps a tense moment, as well?
All I could think to say was, “What 
am I supposed to do?” I was in-
structed to watch some swings, tell 
the student something he was do-
ing well, then pick out something 
he wasn’t doing very well and 
work on that. So, I took that ap-

proach. We spent two hours together and we worked on some of 
the drills and games I knew. 

A baptism by fire, and you came out of it unscathed?
Well, I came out of it knowing what I wanted to do for a living.

A young professional who wants to learn the craft of teach-
ing, and there you are at Sea Island, one of the earliest 
adopters of the learning-center concept.
 I realized I was in a good place. I managed to get myself onto 
the lesson tee and was starting to work side by side with people 
like Davis Love, Jr, Louise Suggs and Jimmy Hodges. It was 
quite an experience. I had the opportunity to ask Davis Love, Jr. 
questions all the time. He would put together reading lists and 
educate me on what it meant to be a great teacher.

Were there other influences on your training at that time?
When I had vacation time, I would visit people like Bob Toski, Jim 
Flick, Paul Runyan and Jack Lumpkin—Jack of course ended up on 
the Sea Island teaching staff. My real break came when the Golf 
Digest Schools opened. I was asked to help out and I got to learn 
from these guys on a daily basis. I moved on to become the director 
of the schools program, which meant I would be videotaping les-
sons, organizing the schedule and so on. I got to watch how Jim 
Flick managed a lesson and how he would deal with all the different 
personalities. In front of me were these top instructors, demonstrat-
ing how they fixed problems and employed different techniques.  

You were a mainstay in the Golf Digest Schools for many 
years and taught with what was arguably the greatest golf 
school program ever. How did that experience shape you?
I think it gave me the ability to teach a diverse range of students. 
Lots of people are specialists and while I teach a lot of short game in 
our schools at Sea Island, when I‘m out on the LPGA Tour I need to 
work on a multitude of facets with a given player. Then I would re-
turn home to the Learning Center and find myself teaching a ladies 
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What I’ve Learned: Gale Peterson
Sea Island Learning Center, St. Simons Island, GA

Interview by Paul Ramee, Jr.

Gale Peterson’s creativity has been featured in the game’s major publications for more than 25 years. 



“Lunch and Learn” session. I would have a lesson scheduled with a 
hotel guest, and be working with that golfer on the very basics. 

That’s both ends of the spectrum—what is the net effect?
To me the benefit is how different each day is. It helps me stay creative. 

Isn’t it sometimes difficult to shift gears?
It can get a little tricky. When I’m out on the LPGA 
Tour, the challenge is to do what I call “monitoring 
the foundation” of the player’s swing motion, and 
picking target lines to hit the ball on. I will also 
watch them play the golf course and study how 
they handle pressure and what their competitive 
tendencies are. Most of the swing work, Track 
Man analysis and fitness work is done when we 
meet at Sea Island. So when I am at Sea Island 
it’s different. It’s all the diagnostics and the full-on 
teaching mode, for a lot of the students. Of 
course, when I have a “Lunch and Learn” session, 
that calls for more basic work. But in every case I 
really need to listen to the group or the player. I 
may have an idea of what they need and they may 
have an idea of what they want. But in both cases, I had better 
be ready to give them what they are asking for.

Talk a little bit about what you have learned from being 
around some of the best players in the world.
You always have to keep in mind that no two players are the 
same. Matt Kuchar, Davis Love III, Zach Johnson and Jonathan 
Byrd are all built quite differently. They all swing differently. But, 
while they are not alike, they all realize what shots give them the 
best chance to succeed. They are deep into competition so for 
the most part the off-season is the time for swing changes and in 
season is the time to work on the short game. One thing about 
top players that stands out is how much they enjoy practicing.

What can instructors at clubs and golf school instructors do 
to work together to ensure the success of students we send 
your way?
We need to work together and communicate better. Instructors at 
clubs need to realize that we are another set of eyes and we can 
build a customized, tour-caliber program for your member that 
you can monitor all year long. Through this type of collaboration 
the student gets better and we all succeed.

What are some of the life lessons you learned from the Golf 
Digest Schools?
First, with anything you do, have great passion for it. Second, you 
have to love people and love having relationships with your stu-
dents. Lastly, you have to keep learning, have conversations with 
teachers, get different opinions. When you do all that, it doesn’t 
ever feel like a job. 

Was it intimidating walking into the Golf Digest Schools room 
for the first time?
At first it was. Then, the more I was around these great instruc-
tors, the more comfortable I became. It was evident early that 
asking questions was nothing to be embarrassed about and that 
golf is a great industry for information-sharing. Guys like Chuck 
Evans and Mike Adams were super. They told me early on that 
teaching golf was comprised of many facets and you need men-
tors in each facet. I have a circle of mentors and people outside 

the circle whom I can turn to for advice. It’s what I call “leapfrog-
ging.” I have intentionally built this mentoring group.

Any advice for young instructors who are relying on a lot of 
technology when they teach? Specifically, is this trend bene-
ficial to their overall development as an instructor? Have we 
gotten too numbers-oriented on the lesson tee?

I know a lot of teachers who use TrackMan just for their evalua-
tions and some that use it all the time. I actually feel I would be a 
little lost if I used it all the time. We use TrackMan in our clinics 
and it helps change the ball flight which in turn helps students 
play better. But, you need to be careful, you really need a bal-
ance, when I am out with our LPGA Tour Players, I do not bring 
TrackMan with me, one because I do not have time and two be-
cause many times we are working on the golf course. In the final 
analysis, you really have to rely on your own observation skills.

You have spoken at Proponent Group events about teaching 
groups and the presentation is very well received. What are 
some of your keys to running great group programs?
What’s most important, from the start, is to know your group. 
Second priority is the teaching area and the setup of it. Make 
sure the short-game area has room for all the various shots. Do 
you have the necessary teaching aids for the shot you are teach-
ing? Do you have handouts ready? Do you have drills and games 
they can play after they leave? Are you using block drills? Ran-
dom drills? All this preparation is vital.

Who among your mentors seemed particularly effective in 
this facet?
Jim Flick was the best at structure and time management. Jim 
would first define the shot, demonstrate the shot, then give one very 
specific assignment. Then the group would break up and Jim knew 
how many times he was going to see each individual in the pre-
scribed time frame. And while Jim was with one player, he had his 
eye on the prior player and was previewing the guy he was seeing 
next. He had great observation skills.

Surveying the current developments in golf coaching, what 
have you been impressed by lately?
I am most intrigued by what Mike Adams is doing with his Bio 
Swing Dynamics and what Chuck Evans has been doing in figur-
ing out which components fit together. These two approaches 
are exciting, because the test associated with their information 
will allow us to figure out right away what our students need. A 
tool like that will save the instructor and student a lot of time and 
energy and get them moving toward positive results a lot faster.

[15]

“And while Jim (Flick) 
was with one player, he 
had his eye on the prior 
player and was preview-
ing the guy he was see-
ing next. He had great 
observation skills ”
                -Gale Peterson



MEMBER MILESTONES
Please Welcome Proponent Group’s 
September New Members
Erik Barzeski, Golf Evolution, Erie, PA - Associate 
Member
Greg Glover, 3 Creek Ranch Golf Club, Jackson, WY - Full 
Member
Derrik Goodwin, St. Charles Country Club, Winnipeg, 
Manitoba - Associate Member
Rasmos Rolighed Jepsen, Morse Golf Klub, Nykobing 
Mors, Denmark - International Member
Ivan Lipko, Golf Evolution, Moscow, Russia - Associate 
Member
Michael McLoughlin, Golf Evolution, San Diego, CA - 
Associate Member
Andrew Moore, Coastal Carolina University, Myrtle Beach, 
SC - Associate Member
Perry Mullins, 3 Creek Ranch Golf Club, Jackson, WY - 
Associate Member
David Wedzik, Golf Evolution, Erie, PA - Full Member

Landrum Wins PGA of America’s Player 
Development Award
PGA Master Professional Ralph Landrum has been named 
the PGA of America’s national honoree for their 2014 
Player Development Award. Landrum is General Manager 
at World of Golf in Florence, KY. During his career Landrum 
has won 15 Kentucky PGA Section awards. He has suc-
cessfully implemented no less than 10 player development 
programs at his facility. 

Ross Earns British PGA’s Fellow Professional 
Status
The British PGA has accorded the status of Fellow Profes-
sional of the PGA to Dylan Ross after reviewing his com-
mitment to continuous personal development and the 
achievements documented throughout his career. Ross 
currently teaches at Club de Golf in Mexico City, Mexico.
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(“Referrals” continued from page 11) 
feelings these events could be open to all on a first-
come, first-served basis, except the list doesn’t open up 
until the people you want to thank are taken care of. 
     Like most experienced coaches, Varsey makes it easy 
on his endorsers by creating low-pressure, one-off clinic 
events that a prospective student could use as a sam-
pler. Encouraging a friend to show up for something in-
formal like that is relatively easy, which makes it the logi-
cal focus of your request for referrals to existing stu-
dents. “We’ve got the Greenside Recovery clinic coming 
up next Wednesday—tell your friends” ….is the noncha-
lant way to activate your good-client network and lever-
age its business-building value.
     Not every referral translates to a new client, in any 
field. Some golf instructors, including many Proponent 
members, are a bit choosy about new names appearing 
in their lesson books. One obvious issue would be the 
amiable, well-off but undedicated golfer who enjoys his 
visits to your lesson tee but has no appetite for practice. 
Does he truly make a good spokesman on your behalf? 
Varsey tries to avoid a fatalistic attitude in these cases. 
“I’ve had people who are lazy recommend me to hard 
workers, who then get involved and make good pro-
gress,” says Varsey. 
     Consultants who train reps in the financial services 
and insurance industries talk about the representative’s 
“centers of influence” or perhaps their “matrix of trust.” 
To fully grasp what this means you would want to take 
an oversized sheet of paper, write the names of your 
raving-fan students in circles and draw lines connecting 
to other circles, within which  are the names of people 
the original student referred to you. It’s an interesting 
exercise, especially for coaches who are still building 
their reputations. It serves to visually underscore the 
word-of-mouth advertising patterns that have done your 
business the most good.
     Again, as you proceed along enjoying your work and 
relating warmly with clients, you will likely be tempted to 
let the referrals and recommendations take care of them-
selves. Instead, get in the steady habit of monitoring, 
analyzing and incentivizing–you will be glad that you did.


