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It’s been 20 years since Todd Sones faced a fork in 
his career path: Continue on as a successful head 
professional in the private club world or shift his 
entire focus to his love for teaching.

     At the time, a mentor had advised him that usually 
rifle shots were more successful than shotgun blasts. 
“He meant that being highly skilled in a specialized area 
usually created more value,” explained Sones, “than 
trying to do lots of things well.” He heeded that advice 
and focused all of his energy on his passion for teaching.

     At the time Sones had more of a golf-operations 
background than most fellow Proponent members, 
logging 15 years on the club-pro side before his big 
move into full-time teaching. Joe Durant, Scott 
McCarron, Robert Gamez, Shaun Micheel, Jay 
Williamson, U.S. Open champ Steve Jones, Paul 
Goydos, Stephanie Louden, and Hillary Lunke are 
among the PGA Tour and LPGA Tour professionals he 
has worked with. His first year on the GOLF Magazine 
list of Top 100 Golf Instructors in America was 1996—
he’s also been named to the Golf Digest list of 50 
Greatest Teachers in America, in addition to winning 
two Teacher of the Year awards and two Horton Smith 

awards from the 
Illinois PGA.

     A prolific writer, 
Sones has published 
100-plus articles in the 
major publications, 
including Golf Digest 
and GOLF Magazine. He is a book author as well, with 
two successful titles to his name,“Lights Out Putting” and 
“Saving Par.” Todd developed and patented the Tri-Fit 
method of fitting putters, which eventually lead to the 
development of a company, Coutour Golf. 

     He spoke with Paul Ramee this spring, reflecting 
on the path of his career and the evolution of his 
beliefs about golf performance.


Todd, can you tell us about your early involvement 
in golf, and how it lead you into the profession? 
As a teenager I knew I wanted to be a golf pro, and I 
was very single-minded in pursuing that path. I 
started out as a caddie and I sold shag balls on the 
side. In high school I would get out of school at noon 
and ride my motorcycle one hour to Stafford Country 

Club in Batavia, N.Y., where I 
worked in the bag room or out 
on the range. I entered the PGA 
Apprentice Program when I was 
18 years old.


It wasn’t long before you 
would leave the Northeast, 
correct? 
Yes. I spent one season as an 
apprentice at Stafford and then 
moved to Houston, where I 
actually worked for Chevron Oil 
on their pipeline before getting 
a job at Goose Creek Country 
Club, which is in Baytown, Tex. 
It was a small operation and I 
got to do a bit of everything, 
from billing members to buying 
apparel and paying bills. 

     Then I worked at Westwood 
Country Club before heading to 
Chicago to work at The 
Onwentsia Club for head 
professional Hubby Habjan.


TODD SONES 
TODD SONES IMPACT GOLF, VERNON HILLS, IL 
INTERVIEW BY PAUL RAMEE, JR.

Sones has been considered one of the game’s top experts on putting for much of his career. 



W H A T  I ’ V E  L E A R N E D

In 1990, I was fortunate to 
be named the first head 
professional at Conway 
Farms in Lake Forest, Ill., a 
suburb of Chicago. I was 
there until 1996 when I 
decided to start my own 
academy.


So you went from a 
stable club job to the 
great unknown of a 
startup golf academy? 
Looking back I guess 
that’s how it was, but I was 
so excited when I was 
doing it that I may not 
have realized there was 
risk involved. At the time I 
was coaching tour players, 
Chip Beck to name one. I 
was also doing a lot of 
teaching at Conway 
Farms, so it seemed 
natural. Then in 1996 I was 
included in the original GOLF Magazine Top 100 List 
and it all really made sense.


So, remind us what pre-Internet branding was like, 
for a new enterprise. 
It wasn’t as hard as I think it would be today, surprising 
as that may sound. If you think about it, I was already a 
Top 100 Instructor, my location was in a major metro 
area and I had published numerous articles for 
magazines. I will say, without the Top 100 distinction it 
would have been a lot more difficult to build 
momentum. And these days there is so much more 
competition. When I started I had great press and low 
competition, so that gave me a pretty good head start. 
I also built a great staff. You can’t replicate yourself, but 
you can hire people who represent you well.


Do you remember what some of your core 
philosophies were when you started? 
First, it was to get organized. Second, and more 
importantly, it was to  identify an area or product that 
is lacking, that you can provide. That combination will 
give you a good chance of succeeding.


What did you see that was lacking? 
It was putting and short game. Most instructors would 
teach 50 minutes on the range and, when the student 
got tired, they might take him or her over to the 
putting green and work for the last 10 minutes on 
putting. So, I went the other direction. I started to 
offer putting lessons, short-game lessons, putter 


fittings and what have you. I developed “The Scoring 
Zone” where we assess a student’s game. Look, the 
short shots are 70 percent of the game and the full 
swing is over-taught.


So you built this new business and you established 
a personal brand. How do you balance your time 
between teaching and managing staff? 
If you you want to grow your brand and build your 
reputation, you are going to need the help of others 
around you. You are going to have to train them as a 
team. That team needs to represent your particular 
ideals. You cannot have the group doing its own 
thing, the group needs to be working together in a 
system.  


Can you give me an example of one of the systems 
you’ve put in place? 
Sure, I have worked with V1 to install a system where a 
student signs up for a series of five lessons and they 
take the first session with me. I will then prepare a 
video summary and email it back to the student and I 
will :cc the instructor who will take over and work with 
them. As the second, third and fourth sessions take 
place, the assigned instructor will use V1 and take 
video and give the lessons, and I will be c/c’d on each 
lesson. This provides me some oversight and also 
allows me to make comments on the progress the 
student is making. My instructor knows I am inspecting 
their work and the student knows I am genuinely 
concerned for them, based on my comments about 
their improvement.


Sones runs 
one of the 
most popular 
golf school 
programs in 
the country 
with its 
summer 
schedule in 
the Chicago 
suburbs often 
selling out. 
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Do you do a lot of lesson packages? 
I do not, actually. The five-lesson 
package I just described is the only one 
available to new players. My rate is 
$200 for 45 minutes and not everyone 
can afford it. I realize that, and so when 
someone initially calls the academy we 
“feel out their economics” during the 
conversation and we can offer them the 
five-lesson series.


How intimidated are some of your 
first-year guys when they have to 
send that first video to a student 
and :cc you? 
I never really thought about it, but we 
have done a lot of training before that 
point and I really work with them. 
They send me numerous practice 
videos before they are given a 
student and we sit down and assess 
their performance, talk about what 
they did well and what needs work.


How do you conduct a new-player assessment? 
I prefer to watch someone play golf for a few holes 
as part of the assessment. Obviously, if I am 
teaching a beginner I will be teaching them grip, 
posture and alignment. But if I have a tour player or 
someone with established skills, I will head out to the 
course and watch them play golf. That allows me to 
see it all—long game, short game, putting, their 
attitude, pre-shot routine, and so forth.


Any thoughts on putting misconceptions?  
Instructors do not show the same diligence when it 
comes to learning about the putting motion as they 
do the full swing. I was guilty of this at one point in 
my career as well. You cannot give a good putting 
lesson in 10 minutes. I have SAM Putt Lab, but I 
don’t use it much. I use video a lot, I view setup, 
behind the hole, down the line and that shows the 
player their entire motion from various angles. I have 
a blueprint for putting lessons and have certain 
things I am looking for. I just don’t think the industry 
is comfortable giving putting lessons.


Excited about anything new in 2016? 
Yes, I have recently closed my putter business but I 
still do not believe in players buying putters off the 
shelf, so this year, every putter that I have bought 
and put into inventory has its grip blown off. I also 
have a loft and lie machine that will allow me to 
change the lie and loft of the putter and, with the 
grips off, I can customize for length, then adjust the 
gram weight and, finally, install whatever grip is 
appropriate on the putter. This allows me to 

customize putters for students whether the original is 
a Cameron or an Odyssey or something else. The 
result is they end up with a custom fit putter.


Have you traveled to watch anyone interesting 
teach lately? 
I just got back from seeing Shawn Humphries work 
for a couple of days, I have seen Mike Adams 
recently. I have also spent some time with the noted 
putting instructors Mike Shannon and Stan Utley. I 
really believe in getting face time with people rather 
than YouTube videos. When you watch a video, you 
are watching a pro explain something. When you see 
them in person giving a lesson, you are watching 
them solve a problem as they interact with a student. 
You learn so much more, being there in person.


What is the most memorable “aha” moment you 
have had while teaching? 
The answer probably changes relative to where you 
are in your development as an instructor. Hopefully 
the aha moments never end, for example, over the 
last couple of years I have learned a lot about load 
and ground forces. I think to myself, how could I 
have never known that? Young teachers need to get 
in the habit from the very beginning to attend as 
many education opportunities as possible and never 
stop attending or you will lose your edge as a 
teacher. Back to your original question, possibly the 
biggest aha moment was in 1997 when I offered a 
short-game school and it filled up noticeably faster 
than my full-swing school. That’s when I knew the 
real upside was in putting and short game.


Sones’ enthusiasm for helping fellow professionals led him to join the faculty of the Golf 
Academy of America. He visits all of GAA’s campuses throughout the year.


