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Where the RubberMeets the Road, for Coach and Student

THE PLAYING LESSON:MORE COMPLEX
AND CUSTOMIZEDTHAN EVER
ByDavidGould,Staff Editor

A report published several years ago studied peoplewho
spendmoney at golf practice facilities and it disclosed a
surprising fact: There aremillions ofAmericanswho enjoy
hitting balls on the range but have never played golf on an
actual course.
That’s weird, but shouldn’t it also feel strange that

millions of golf lessons have been given by instructors who
only teach on the practice tee, never on the links?Across
ProponentGroup'smembership, on-course instruction is
gettingmore attention. Interviews reveal that the so-called
playing lesson is well integrated into somemembers’
coaching practices and businessmodels.
Golf being the only sportmostly taught elsewhere than

on its “field of play,” you can enter the search phrase “can’t
takemy driving range swing to the course” and find pages
of online articles and forums
addressing the problem.Of
course, 90-shooters whomoan
about this usually fail to track how
many poor shots they produce in
a range session, but they’re still
correct that on-course
performance can seem
dramatically different fromon-
range performance.
Proponentmembers

interviewed for this article have
foundmany a perceptive and
creativeway to come at the issue.
For veteran coachBill Davis, it
starts with basic nomenclature.
Davis, based atAbacoaGolf Club
in Jupiter, Fla., uses the term
“Scenario Sessions” for thework
he and his students do on-
course.Much of what Davis
teaches out there is detailed and
nuanced—he’s focused on howa
player “reads” the course,
manages their round andmatches the various challenges
with their own stage of skill-development.
Some of the guidance a golfer receives during on-

course coaching canmake a lifelong difference in just a
sentence or two. This generally applies to specialty shots

or special conditions.Average players who fear the low-
trajectory 30-yard chip froma tight fairway lie andare taught
to spank that shotwith ametal 4-woodwill feel they’ve been
givena stack of get-out-of-jail free cards. In theheydayof the
GolfDigestSchools, instructorDickAultmanwasknown to
tell studentswho trembledover long fairwaybunker shots to
“skull the ball” from that lie. Formany it wasa truegame-
changer, simplifying recovery from that typeof hazard
without theneed for anywork on technique.
Davis spoke of awomanwhomhe’s coached as she

has lowered her handicap from30 down to 20. During a
recent playing lesson, he stoodwith her over a pine-straw
lie just inside the treeline and gave her permission to hit
driver from that spot. Making contact was no problem (with
a driver shewas used to not touching the ground), the
strong loft worked in her favor, her ball stayed below a
series of limbs and it ran all theway to the front of the
green. “She has that shot in her bag for the rest of her life,

when she needs it” musesDavis,
noting that tricks like this add
confidence and lead a player to feel
generallymore open and creative
in their shotmaking.
In coaching a tournament player,

Davis will walk the course holding
the scoresheet for a “Course
Management IQTest” with close to
100 separate questions on it.
Recently a player who competes at
a high level in the club-pro ranks
underwent that examand displayed
exemplary strategic intelligence.
“Aftermy 87th question, and his
85th correct answer, I stopped the
test,” saysDavis. “That is a golfer
who only needs help at the finer
levels of shot execution—he needs
no helpwith decision-making.
Having his coach know that is very
valuable, for both of us.”
Depending onwhere you hang

your shingle and how your facility is
configured, getting out on the fairways and greens can be
simple and quick or it could require a fair amount of
advance planning and arranging.MikePerpich, a
Proponentmember at an upscale daily fee outsideAtlanta,
has a dedicated short practice course alongside his range.



Thatmakes it easy towork
on the “transfer” process,
where skill coaching and
shooting a score come
together, but Perpich tries to
think range-to-golf-course
as often as possible.
“Basically all golf

instructors interview their
students about strengths
andweaknesses,” Perpich
says. “From the beginning,
I’m looking for all the places
wherewhat they’re telling
me about their play on-
courseandwhat I seeon
the rangedoesn’t addup.”
He credits longtime
Proponent advisor and contributorDr.PaulSchempp,
author of seminal research into how the finest teachers
develop their capacities, for helpinghim “see” the student’s
needsandprogress in abig-picture fashion.
“One thingDr. Schempp openedme up towas the

problemof over-focus by the student on their deficiencies,”
saysPerpich. “Beingon thecourse, yousee their strengths—
what theycandowellwhen there’sonlyoneball, notabasket
of balls.Acoachhas to make sure theygive themselves
credit for that.” In fact, youmight even let them “practice”
what they’re goodat, even though that doesn’t seem like the
best useof time, becausewhat theydowell is foundational
to their confidenceevery time they stepon the first teeof the
golf course.Theother range-to-course facilitatorMikeuses
is simulationof the flowofa roundevenwhileastudent ison
thepractice tee.This includeswaterbreaksbetweenshots
andother interruptionsofblock-style repetitions.
Despite his location at a destination resort with lots of

transient golf-school students,EricAlpenfels long ago
made a commitment to “skill practice followed by transfer
practice.” The longtime director of instruction at Pinehurst
Resort relied on the expertise of highly regardedBob
Christina to produce a coachingmodel based on shooting
lower scores, whether or not the person’s golf swing can
be entered in a beauty contest.
“Beforewe changed ourmix of on-range versus on-

course, we had trouble getting all these technically
improved swings out to the golf course,” saysAlpenfels.
“We actually start transfer practice on the range, as soon
aswe can—thatmeans taking the newmechanics into a
series of challenges and games right there on the driving
range.” That all happens before lunch during a standard
Pinehurst GolfAcademy school, with afternoons devoted
to on-course instruction that eventually givesway to golf
that’s purely for fun and relaxation.
There is technology and swing data involved, during the

diagnostic phase of skill practice, but only the amount of
data needed to isolate one newmovement pattern is
shared. Pinehurst GolfAcademy students get whatever

customized formof on-
courseworkwill help them
themost. “Wemayhave
themhit a drive, hit an
approach shot, thenU-turn
back to the tee to try those
twoshots again,with a
different thought and
different strategy,” says
Alpenfels. “Wemight go to
various trouble areasand
drop several balls at a time.”
And if a player “gets hot,” just
continuingon, in the zone
andencouragedby their
instructor,might be thebest
coaching theyever received.
AtrendamongProponent

members—reportedon in lastmonth’s newsletter—is
towardgroup teachingprogramsnot just for juniors but
adults aswell.CarltonDove, amemberwhoservesas
director of player development atWichita (Kan.)Country
Club,makesapractice of grouping four students into one
on-coursepractice pod.
“In the past I didn’t do enough to encourage people to

get out of their practice-range comfort zone and onto the
course,” saysDove. “Now I’m pretty emphatic about it—we
have honest conversations about what it means to improve
as a golfer. That leads to scheduling a group of four, who
pay $60 each for 2.5 hourswith the pro, on-course. It’s a
little undermy scale of $125 hour, so this year I plan to
experiment with two groups of four—I think it’s very doable
for the student and formyself.”
In caseswhere he’s with one student only and spending

a fairly brief time on the course, Dovewill sometimes call
timeout and return to the range for re-immersion into
mechanics, if it’s called for. “That offers a different kind of
chance to connect their mechanics to their play,” he says,
“and it’s also a great opportunity to influence how they go
about practicing.”
AtMonarch BeachResort in the coastal California town

of DanaPoint, longtimeProponentmemberGlennDeck
will sometimes begin a playing lessonwith 20 or 30
minutes on the range. The idea is to get a baseline for
where the golfer and their mechanics happen to be in that
particularmoment, before heading out to the field of play.
After the range phase is over, his rule of “nomechanics on
the course” takes effect.
“I’m thinking about what I can do to teach this student

how to play the game,” Deck says. “Which side of the tee
box do they start from?Do they calculate yardage so it
accounts for all factors?Do they knowwhere they can
miss andwhere not tomiss?Are they trying to hit their
career shot every time?Can they control distance on high-
lofted clubs?There’s awhole separate assessment to go
through,” he says, “What they pay for that amount of time is
considerable ($600 for 3.5 hours, including the range time),
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but the level of detail we get
into is deep. It covers awhole
lot of ground.”
If youwant to improve your

on-course teaching skills,
ProponentmemberDan
Sniffin suggestsmaking
yourself both the coach and
the student, with an assistant
along to help. “I basically gave
myself a playing lesson,”
explains Sniffin, who is director
of instruction at Omni
InterlockenResort in
Broomfield, Colo. He had a
fellow golf professional along
and they began this innovative
sessionwith thevideocamera
rollingand the “student”hittinga
driveon the rangewhile
picturing the fairwayof the first
teeand theshothe likes tohit
tostart thathole.
“I went straight to No. 1 tee,

hit the actual shot--where I
wanted to," saysDan, “and
thenwe set up a side-by-side
viewing of the two swings on
my buddy’s phone.” The
comparison flooredSniffin—
his tempo being somuch
faster on the second swing.
“The two swings felt very
similar, but onewas seven
frames quicker on the replay.
That really sent home the
message of how big a deal it
is for our amateur students to
try and go from the range to
the first tee.”
Likemany coaches

interviewed for this story,
Sniffin has learned the value
of on-course instruction as a
retention tool. If a 10-lesson
series has gonewell but is
approaching its end point with
no on-coursework having
occurred, hewill head out to
the course, seeing it a great
tool for refocusing the student
and restating the value of
long-term coaching. “Going on
the course is a good refresher
for the relationship and it can
bring the student back to that
sense they had at the

beginning, of wanting to really
accomplish something,” Sniffin
believes. Hewill use that
playing lesson to producea
simplifiedStrokesGained
worksheet showingwhere the
player can truly lower their
score andwhat sort of practice
and coaching is appropriate
going forward in order to do so.
“That approachgenerally leads
to a renewal,” saysDan.
It will help your cause if

you’ve got a local single-digit
playerwith a funky swing
whomyoucanpoint to.That’s
theopinionofBill Smittle, a
Proponentmemberwhohas
long servedScarsdaleGolf
CluboutsideNewYorkCity as
director of golf.
“Years ago,” recalls Smittle,

“we had twomembers here
with the same last name.One
of themwas an 18-handicap
who looked like a 6 and the
other was a 6who looked like
an 18—it was quite a
coincidence.” The low-
handicap player who never
scared anyone during
warmupswas the example
Smittle could always give to
ambitious students when he
was urging them to focus on
doingwhatever was needed
to get the ball in the hole.As
timewent by, Smittle worked
with the smooth-swinging 18
and got him down to a 9-
handicap.
“The guywas pretty

athletic, and coachable,” says
Bill, “and his scoring problems
weremostly about bad
decisions andweak skills
inside 150 yards.”
This was a case of learning

what’s needed—and
convincing thestudent toaccept
thediagnosis—because itwas
all soclearlyapparentduringan
on-coursesession.Turnabouts
like thatareanothergreat
reason to make the playing
lesson a vital part of your
coaching repertoire.
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Leaving the Lesson Tee Behind,
for Progress and Profit

• Specialty shots that take just a minute to
explain—and perhaps some novel advice
like “skull it from a fairway bunker”—can
last a lifetime for the student and are far
more likely to happen during on-course
instruction.

• Getting some static from the golf shop about
playing lessons? Bill Davis has always
handled that issue by repeating what
George Fazio told him: Growing the game
means teaching most effectively, so
golfers will play better, which means you
need to take them on-course. The end
result is they will play more often and
spend more money at the facility.

• Several hundred dollars may seem like a lot,
so get your student used to the idea in
advance. And every time they complain
about being consistent in practice but not
when they play, remind them that on-
course work addresses that. Also,
consider group playing lessons—it’s a
way to build camaraderie and let one
student see how another “gets smarter”
out on the field of play.

• Stats and analytics are becoming part of the
playing-lesson proposition. Golfers may
come to the coach with a trove of stats
captured through various types of
technology. Some of it may be unreliable,
and too much of it is probably counter-
productive, but instructors worth their salt
need to have methods of incorporating
and leveraging the data.

• The writings and teachings of Scott Fawcett
—math whiz, frustrated tour player and
poker professional—are highly spoken of
by Proponent members who are familiar
with them. A little time spent on Fawcett’s
website, playinglesson.com, to gain
familiarity with his “Decade” course-
management concepts, would be well
worth it.


