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Preface






[image: imgi.jpg]n 1974, at the age of 12, I became a golfer. My dad introduced me to the game and gave me my first set of clubs, a ladies set of Northwestern irons. I still remember the excitement of getting that first set. By eighth grade in junior high school, I was playing and practicing frequently, had developed some skill, and was good enough to be invited to play on the varsity team at Centereach High School on Long Island, New York. I played on the team in eighth grade and high school. By the 11th grade I played in the number one spot. We had a good golf team and went three seasons without a defeat.
 

Through my junior high and high school years, I worked at Spring Lake Golf Course, a local public course, where I could also practice and play for free. My dad was my only teacher, but by the time I was 15, he realized he had taken me as far as he could and suggested that I seek help from a professional. I took a couple of lessons from Lorin Hawkins, the pro at Spring Lake. But I didnt want to take lessons or practice; I just wanted to go out on the course and play. My memories of those days are of tips like Keep your head down, Drive the legs, and Slow down your swing. By the end of 11th grade, my interest in the game started waning. I was more interested in hanging out with my friends, being cool, and talking to girls. It showed. My golf game suffered. I slipped from playing the number one position to playing the number three and four positions on the team. My ego was bruised, but golf just wasnt that important or exciting to me.


After graduation, in the fall of 1980 I was enrolled in the Professional Golf Management program at Ferris State University in Michigan. The program was designed for students to receive a


 Bachelors degree in business, with a minor in a golf program. The credits for the golf-related courses, along with internships at golf courses around the country, were applied towards PGA membership, education and experience requirements that are necessary to become a PGA Professional. I had long hair, wore a black leather jacket, and had two earrings in my left ear. I was a real rebel; in fact, I was the only guy on campus who wore an earring (Ferris State is in the conservative midwestern part of the country) and I looked much more like a rock musician than your stereotypical golfer working towards becoming a PGA Golf Professional. The golf program began at Ferris State in 1975, but was still a small program in 1980, with less than 100 students in it. More or less, the guys were all very conservative in their attitudes and dress, with the little animal logos on their polo shirts, basically dressing and acting the role of future golf professionals. Im a friendly and outgoing person, one who could talk with anyone, but I was very uncomfortable among this group and felt like a misfit. By second semester, I dropped out of the golf program but continued studying for the business degree.


After I dropped out of the golf program, I put the clubs in the closet and didnt care if I ever played again. There was no way I wanted to become a golf professional at a country club. I spent the rest of my college time doing what I had liked to do in high school: hung out with friends, dated girls, and played my drums in college bands. My dream was now to become a musician: a rock and roll star.


After college I returned home. But making a living as a musician wasnt something that I had enough talent or drive to do. I was a mediocre drummer at best. I hung out in a local music studio, saw how much better those guys were than me, and realized that even they couldnt make a living just from making music. Over the next few years I had various jobs, selling audio equipment and working in bars and restaurants. At the age of 27, I was still living at home with my parents where I was surrounded by the influence of golf. My dad loved the game. He played as much as he could, going to the range whenever possible, practice-putting in the house, hitting balls into a net in the garage, reading and studying every golf instruction book and magazine, and watching every golf television broadcast. He was a low single-digit handicap player who had a true passion for the
 game, though some would refer to it as an obsession. One day I was talking to my dad while he was hitting balls into the net in the garage and asked him if I could hit a few. It had now been nearly eight years since I had even hit a ball. My dad saw a spark in me and bought me a set of knock-off Tommy Armour irons. Working in the bars at night afforded me the opportunity to have my days free, and I started playing and practicing during the day. My passion for the game quickly returned. Within a year, I was practicing a lot, sometimes going to the range and hitting as many as 500 balls in a day. The next thing I knew I was as obsessed with the game as was my father. I was reading books and magazines, watching all the tour events, practicing, playing, and even putting in the house. As they say, the apple doesnt fall far from the tree. But still I had not sought advice from a golf professional; instead, like most golfers, I thought I could figure it out on my own. I felt I was only a tip or swing thought away from finding the magic solution. I also quit playing the drums around this time.

In the next few years, I reached the point where I was consistently shooting in the mid 70s and playing in some local amateur events. In 1994, I decided to leave the restaurant and bar business. I didnt know what I wanted to do, but I knew I was truly passionate about golf. I decided to again explore the idea of becoming a golf professional. I took a job at Indian Hills CC, a private country club on the north shore of Long Island, working as an apprentice making $7.50 an hour, and eventually became an assistant professional in the latter part of that same year. The following year my dad died of a sudden heart attack. As it is for many children who lose a parent, it was a devastating time for me. Because golf was such a strong reminder of him, I struggled to get myself to play. In a way the game made me very sad. The following year, happier times were upon me when I married my wife, Christine, who has been a great support system for me and my career in golf.




AN IMPORTANT STEP

In 1997 I completed my PGA schooling and became a member of the PGA. That same year I was awarded the position of head golf professional at the club. I had come full circle since I had decided that I
 didnt want to be a golf professional at a country club and quit the golf program in college. But even from my start as an apprentice, my true dream was to play golf for a living, to be a PGA Tour player. I was working six days a week, but I always made time to practice and play. I stayed on the course until dark almost every day of the season.



Maturity brought the motivation, determination, and focus that I didnt possess in my younger years. Now, improving and becoming the best I could be was an obsession. Every winter from 1993 through 2001, I was very fortunate that the members at my club raised money for me to play on one of the many professional winter tours in Florida. For me, a typical day in Florida, when not playing in a tournament, was to get up early in the morning to exercise and stretch, hit balls for a couple of hours, play 18 holes of golf, hit some more balls, and go back to the gym at night. No going out at night or socializing, just a 100% focus on golf and improving my game.



The season at my club is from March through December. At the club, I was doing the things golf pros do: merchandising, scheduling, supervising, handling tournament operations, and giving lessons. I also played in the local professional tournaments in the New York metropolitan area, something I still do today. During these eight or so years, I sought help and advice for my game from some of the most well-respected golf professionals in the country. I have read nearly everything there is to read on the subject of the golf swing. Of course, I was also giving lessons at this time. I changed my swing theories frequently, many times trying to apply the same ideas I was working on in my own game to my students games. Some of my students got better, some got worse, and others stayed the same. In retrospect, I think many of those early ones deserve a refund.



As far as my game was concerned, at the end of every Florida trip, I looked at my game objectively. I really wasnt improving. Although I was able to shoot in the 60s at my home course, my game was very inconsistent and I couldnt produce any of these low scores in tournaments. This was in part due to my struggle with the mental side of the game when competing in tournaments. Many times I felt like I was making a breakthrough, applying some different philosophy or methodology to my golf swing, but the improvements were always temporary and my ideas and approach to the game were constantly
 changing. So much time was put into improving, but the results were just not forthcoming. At times all of my efforts felt like a waste of energy. I came to the sad realization that I was not going to be a tour player and make a living playing golf. Instead I set my sights on being the best golf instructor I could be. But first I had to find a theory I could believe in and stick to.




MY EYES OPEN

Sometime in 2001, I decided to take a lesson from Michael Hebron, a well-known, respected, and nationally ranked golf instructor. The golf course that Michael worked at was only 10 minutes away from my club. Although I had sought the advice of many other golf professionals, I avoided Michael because I had heard that he had a very technical approach to the golf swing. But I soon found out that he was not overly technical. I now saw things in a different light. Much of Michaels focus was on the learning process, the state of golf instruction and its downfalls, and the science of the golf swing. These ideas were a turning point in my teaching, as well as in my own game. Over the next couple of years I only saw Michael about two or three times a year, but I studied his theories in depth, and also read the material that influenced him. I cant emphasize enough Michaels influence on me and my teachings during this period. Over the next few years, my thoughts and theories on the golf swing and golf instruction started to change. Until this point, my thoughts had been, at best, muddy and cloudy, but now they became clearer.



ANOTHER TURNING POINT


In the winter of 2003, my son had his first birthday and I decided for the first time to not play tournament golf in Florida. It just wasnt as important to me as spending time with my wife and my son. With two months off, I wanted to spend time with my family and do something to occupy some of my free time. Deciding to take up the drums again, I took some lessons. I was fortunate to have the opportunity to take the lessons from Dom Famularo, a world-renowned drum educator, who has written books on drumming and motivation and who has conducted clinics all over the world. He possesses a very positive attitude, one that is infectious to those around him. The first time I
 met him, I was envious of his positive energy. After my first lesson, we left his drum studio and Dom took me to his office on the top floor in his house. Since we were both instructors, we talked about how to help others learn and improve their skills. As we spoke, I told him I was thinking about writing a book on golf instruction and had formulated some ideas for it and for a website. He asked if I was taking notes and I told him they were in my head. He strongly suggested that I start writing down all of my ideas. He was very encouraging about the prospect of my book and a website, and I left his office that day inspired to try to do something great with my ideas. It was another turning point for me.


During the next couple of years, I took many notes. Once I had some structure to my theories, I started to write. During this time, I also studied the mechanics of the golf swing further and focused on observing how people learn. Many of the things I learned came from observing the golfers I worked with, myself as a drummer, and my young son learning new motor skills.


I know that I do have something new to offer golfers. Ive seen it in the improvement of my own golf game as well as in my students games. I know that my ideas can help golfers of all levels improve. Ive had a long and personally fulfilling journey as a golfer, golf professional, and golf instructor ever since my father passed on his passion for the game of golf to me. Now I want to pass on to you the knowledge that I have gained on that fulfilling journey.
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Introduction





Jack Nicklauss flying right elbow. NEGOTIABLE.

Ben Hogans flat arm swing. NEGOTIABLE.

Arnold Palmers helicopter finish. NEGOTIABLE.

Curtis Stranges floating head. NEGOTIABLE.







[image: imge.jpg]ach of these idiosyncratic mannerisms, from Nicklauss elbow position at the top of his swing to the movement of Stranges head in his backswingalthough indelibly distinctive of the respective golfernevertheless functions as an integral part of the consistent, repeatable swings of these legendary golf champions. They are characteristic of the individual player, but not damaging to his performance.

They are negotiable. That is, they are part of a compatible arrangement of the many permissible alternatives that, while not conforming to the computer models of the perfect golf swing, can still function very well to get the job done. These negotiable elements, from the setup to the finish position of your golf swing, represent the subject of this book. By identifying and organizing these swing components, The Negotiable Golf Swing will show you how you can use basic swing components and their permissible permutations to negotiate a better game of golf.



Why negotiate a consistent swing, a better game? Why not simply emulate the model golf swing? Because a negotiable golf swing gets you where you want to go faster and you make that journey with many of the tools that are already in your kit bag. A negotiable golf swing allows for the myriad of individual differences among golfers, and still yields good results. On these pages I will not only identify allowable or negotiable variablessuch as swing speed or a floating
 head, -la Curtis Strangebut also explain how, after proper assemblage, they produce good results faster than completely tearing apart a swing and rebuilding it.

By understanding how to use basic learning skills, along with the nonnegotiable and negotiable and the link between all of them, a golfer can begin to use his or her own analysis and common sense to negotiate the building of an effective golf swing. To better understand what negotiable means, look no further than the swings of the best players in the world today. Tiger Woods plays with a neutral grip and a model backswing, whereas Jim Furyk plays with a double-overlap grip and a very steep backswing. Fred Couples plays with a strong, closed-faced grip, and Charles Howell with a weaker open-face one. John Daly launches 300-yard drives with an overly long backswing and Allen Doyle successfully plays with a very short backswing. Ernie Els and Retief Goosen swing with a slower tempo than Nick Price and Lanny Wadkins, who swing with a faster one. Many swing concepts focus on trying to convince golfers that they must have perfect formeven a model swingin order to play better. This is simply not true, and on these pages I will show you why.


How can you build a negotiable golf swing? Ill begin by explaining and showing you how to apply:








	1.
	Basic human learning skills



	2.
	The nonnegotiable, that is, the relationship between the golf club and the golf ball that create the irrefutable laws of the flight of the ball



	3.
	The negotiable, those aforementioned permissible alternatives, such as a strong versus weak grip









In addition, in The Negotiable Golf Swing, I will tackle the learning problems that arise from the widespread misinterpretation of all that we read, watch, and eventually take to the practice tee and golf course. Much information or tips that we embrace are myths and old wives tales that, having stubbornly stood the test of time, have become traditional beliefs. I will address these myths and help you separate the wheat from the chaff.


This book doesnt burden the reader with rigid swing models and
 excessive instruction. Rather, its an eye-opening tutorial that will empower golfers to create their own personal swings that repeat and get good results. Although my approach will have greater impact among double-digit handicap golfers, The Negotiable Golf Swing can help anyonefrom beginners to seasoned to single-digit handicap players.



DIRECTION AND DISTANCE: The Negotiables

There are many negotiable elements in the golf swing; however, in this book I identify and focus on only the most important ones. The following table lists the negotiable elements in two categories: direction and distance, the two essential factors in all golf shots.
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With a sound understanding of what is nonnegotiable and negotiable in the golf swing, youll be able to look at your own golf swing and diagnose what you need to work on. You will no longer ride that roller coaster of inconsistency, that pattern of I got it, I had it, I lost it.

All golfers experience this mysterious, vicious cycle. At times magic comes to us in the form of good-quality consistent golf shots, but then it disappears. You had it last week, but not this week. You had it on the front nine, but not on the back nine. You had it on the last hole, but not on the last shot. What happened? Where did it go? When golfers lose the magic, they struggle to figure out what it was that they had. Finally, they give in and begin again, usually chasing random cures and tips. They dont understand whats absolute or


 nonnegotiable versus whats negotiable in their swings, which is the key to consistency. They wander down new paths looking for some other swing thought or swing change that they hope will bring back the magic. I have personally experienced this cycle with my own game, only to have it take more wayward bounces than a golf ball rolling across a newly aerated green.




***



Not long ago, I had a golfer come to me who was very frustrated with his game. At age 50, he had been playing golf for a few years. He was struggling and fed up with being a 25 handicapper. Fairly athletic and relatively strong, he felt he should be much better. The first issue he wanted to address was that he was only hitting his driver about 200 yards, with no control, and the ball was slicing some 20 to 30 yards. He also told me that he didnt have time to practice. His swing was home grown with a very unorthodox grip and takeaway.


I started the lesson by explaining to him what the golf club was doing to make the golf ball fly with a big slice. Then, I explained how his grip, a negotiable element, was affecting the movement of the clubface. I suggested we make an adjustment to his grip. Not completely change it to make it conform to the model, but rather modify it, explaining that the grip was negotiable and the modifications would allow for a more effective movement of the golf club, and thus lead to the desired ball flight.


Then, I explained how we needed to change his swing path. He took a few swings to get comfortable with the newly negotiated grip and altered swing path. Within a dozen shots, this golfer was hitting the ball between 260 and 270 yards with a slight draw. He had never seen a ball fly like this, at least not when he was swinging his driver. He stopped and just stared at me in disbelief. He was so excited he was literally shaking. He was amazed that with the same clubhead speed, he was hitting the ball 60 yards farther and straighter just by gripping and routing the club differently.


And the best part of it was that he understood why and that it wasnt a fluke. With his new grip and swing path he soon got down to an 11 handicap. In this case, as it is with most golfers, it was very simple; I just needed to change the golfers understanding of what the golf
 club needed to do to improve his ball flight. I can do the same for you, but first let me set a couple of ground rules.

I was recently watching a video in which the famous drummer Neil Peart, was talking about how the phrase Keep it simple stupid (K.I.S.S.) is often suggested to drummers. But he felt that K.I.S.S. leads to L.O.V.E.: Leave out virtually everything. I immediately related this comment to golf. Everyone wants to keep it simple, which is where the birth of many of the tips in golf comes from. Its not that golf instruction has to be complicated and mind-bending, but many times when you try to keep it simple, it inevitably becomes incomplete. Homer Kelly, in his book, The Golfing Machine, described it this way:




Treating a complex subject or action as though it were simple, multiplies its complexity because of the difficulty in systemizing missing and unknown factors or elements. Demanding that golf instruction be kept simple does not make it simpleonly incomplete and ineffective. Unless this is recognized, golf remains a vague, frustrating, infuriating form of exertion.



My challenge, then, is to take a relatively complex movement, like the golf swing, and try to simplify it as best I can, yet make it understandable to all readers. That is quite a task. I dont have the luxury (but maybe I will one day) to give you a one-on-one lesson with a dialogue exchange. With that in mind, understand that at times you may miss my point, or youll say, What is he talking about? But I ask that when this does happen, you reread what Ive written. If it still doesnt make a connection, leave it for the time being. Think about the idea when youre not reading, maybe when youre driving, or when you are practicing, and then come back to it again.


Another thing that I ask of you is that you do not skip to a section that you think applies to the personal diagnosis you have made with your golf swing. I know that in the past, when I read through the dozens of instruction books, I often skipped to what I thought I needed. It was only years later after rereading the books that I realized how much good-quality information I had passed over. If you choose to skip around and ignore information you dont want to understand or
 dont think is important, the information you will gather from this book will be incomplete, and your application of this information will be less effective and possibly detrimental to your game. Take your time and contemplate the ideas and observations in this book. Understanding the material in its entirety will be very helpful.


One day a golfer came to my tee for a lesson. He was playing terribly, was distraught, and was seriously considering quitting the game. He was so discouraged that he seriously asked me if I thought it would be a good idea for him to start all over and play left-handed. He then shared an analogy with me. He said, You dont understand, struggling golfers are desperate. Were like drowning victims. Well grab on to anything just to stay afloat. His statement was both wrong and right. He was wrong because I did understand the feelings he was describing, both from the perspective of a player and that of a coach. However, I believe his comparison of golfers being akin to drowning victims is very true. In fact, many golfers, in an effort to reach their golfing potential, are waterlogged victims who are barely staying afloat.

Read on and let me throw you a lifeline.
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Who Taught You How to Walk?






[image: imgw.jpg]ho taught you how to walk? Or how to hold a pencil to write? Or how to throw a ball? And did they really teach you? Yes, certain subjects can be taught, such as science and math, but physical motor skills, such as driving a car, jumping a high bar, or riding a bicycle cannot be taught. They must be learned. Much scientific information describes in minute detail the process of how these physical skills, the ones that require motor coordination, are actually learned and performed. But its not necessary to understand the why and how of physiological processes to understand the learning process. Rather, we can learn much about the learning process by observing humans attempting to perform physical skills. We can especially learn by watching small children, since all the physical skills they learn are new to them.


The process of how we learn a skill is basically the same, regardless of the particular skill. First, we make an attempt to perform the skill. Then, we observe the feedback on our success or failure, and make adjustments based on that feedback. Then, we make another attempt, observe, and adjust. This process continues until we achieve the desired results. As children, when we first learn to walk we lose our balance and fall down, but we keep adjusting to the feedback we experience, steadily improving at the task, until we can walk. When we first learn to throw a ball, we make adjustments based on the weight of the object being thrown and the distance and the direction of the target. If you had a bunch of rocks and were trying to hit a marked target, a bulls eye, with them, you would need to throw the rock an accurate distance and direction. You might miss right and short or left and short or too high or too low. After every throw, you
 would make adjustments, many of them subconscious, until you arrived at the sequence of physical events that need to take place in order to hit the target with the rock.


We continue to experience this process of learning through feedback from things we do in everyday life. Our mind is an amazing computer, constantly making changes, adjusting and adapting to the environment without our utilizing conscious thought. But feedback is required through our senses of seeing, hearing, or feeling. If we dont have our senses, we have no source of feedback to make performance improvement possible. Imagine standing at the free-throw line on a basketball court. The first source of feedback you would receive is through your vision. You throw up the first shot and miss. Watching the ball miss the basket, for example short and to the right, you observe this result, process it in your brain, and make some adjustments, many of them subconsciously, for the next shot. If you were blindfolded, you could use your hearing as feedback, making adjustments based on what you hear, providing you understood what it sounds like when the ball misses the basket, as opposed to when it goes in. Or if you were blindfolded and someone told you where the ball was missing, you could make adjustments based on that feedback. But if you were blindfolded and wearing earplugs, and I guided you to the foul line and gave you some balls, it would be impossible for you to accurately perform the skill of making baskets from the foul line. Without some source of feedback, we cannot perform or improve our skills.


Lets practice a simple physical task while reading this book. Ive already expressed that my other passion, besides golf, is playing the drums. Its a skill that requires a great deal of coordination, sometimes necessitating all four limbs to do different things at the same time. Ive created an exercise based on learning a drum pattern. You can do this exercise as you read this book. Everyone has tapped his or her hands or fingers on a table at one time or another, or has played air drums during a favorite song. In this exercise, we start with a basic drum patternin drumming its called a rudiment. You can learn to do it by tapping with your pointer fingers on this book, or using your hands on your thighs. The letters R and L represent a note or tap of the hand or finger you will use, with R meaning right hand
 and L meaning left hand. Ive spaced each grouping of the four notes apart to make it easier, but it is continuous with no breaks or rests in the pattern. After the first two groups, the line repeats itself. The rudiment is called a paradiddle because the word and the four syllables it contains help you verbalize the pattern as you play it.


The pattern looks like this:
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(keep repeating)




Start out slowly and build up the speed, making the taps as evenly spaced as possible. Do this for about 20 or 30 seconds. Try to smoothly build up the speed of the pattern as fast as you can. At some point, the evenness of the sounds is lost. When this happens, slow down until the notes sound more evenly spaced and then try to build up speed again. At this stage of your new drumming skills, this is the fastest point where you can make the motion and still get the desired result of evenness and continuity of the sound of the pattern. This exercise pattern is quite simple, but not necessarily easy since it is a new skill for you. Dont feel bad if you struggle; there are some drummers who can do this faster with their feet then I can with my hands.


Through this exercise, what we can observe is that your basic feedback source is sound, which you are obtaining through your hearing, with another source being the feel in your fingers or hands. You probably are not thinking of it, but your mind figures out how hard and fast for your fingers to move to create an even sound between each note. Your mind makes adjustments when receiving this feedback and tells your body what adjustments to make. The two important things to recognize about this exercise are that you are learning and adjusting through feedback and that you learn the basic skill of performing these patterns slowly before being able to do it efficiently at faster speeds.


Through the observations we have made we can create a basic learning model that would look like this:
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Lets discuss this further by taking a look at how you might go about teaching someone else a physical skill that requires motor coordination. Say youre going to teach someone who hasnt driven before how to drive a car. You drive this person to a vacant parking lot, turn the car off, and switch seats. Now, how are you going to teach this person to drive? When I think about this question, I think I would tell the person to put the key in the ignition and turn the key to the right. When the car starts, I would tell the person to stop turning the key. Then, I would point to the gas and brake pedals and explain that pushing the gas pedal causes the car to accelerate, and pushing the brake pedal causes the car to slow down or come to a complete stop. Then, I would say that the steering wheel controls the direction of the car, and I would point out the location of the mirrors and indicate what letters on the gear shift are for park, neutral, and drive. Now, if I got out of the car, could this person learn to drive without any other teaching? Isnt this more than enough information? What do you think? What more would you have told him or her? Many of you probably would have said at least what I said to the person learning, and many would have given further instructions, such as, Put your
 hands at the 10:00 and 2:00 positions and use only one foot when working the pedals. Some of you would add even more information. But is all of that information really contributing to how the person is learning the skill? Arent they just suggestions? Let me explain.


When the person sat down in the seat, did you need to indicate where and how to sit? Did you tell how to hold the key when placing it in the ignition, and how hard to turn the key? Did you indicate how to move his or her legs and ankles to operate the pedals? Did you tell how to move his or her hands, arms, and elbows to get the steering wheel to function correctly? If you think about it, the person would be able to learn to drive the car with the little information that I suggested. The person would learn how far to turn the key and when to release it, how much pressure each pedal needs to speed up or slow down, and how much to turn the wheel this way or that way to make the car go in this or that direction. Through trial and error, the person would learn the fundamental skill of driving a car.


Id offer other suggestions to the new driver, such as looking in the rearview mirror every so often, checking the side mirrors, looking before changing lanes, and so on. But these would be to help the person drive safely. The fundamental skill of driving the car would be learned by the driver through experience.


Humans are problem-solvers by nature and use the experience of self-discovery to learn physical skills. The other day, I was sitting on my couch and my 5-year-old son wanted to throw a little foam ball to me. He was about 10 feet away from me. Now, my son mostly plays with his trucks and other toys. At this point, he hadnt shown any interest in sports and had no experience throwing a ball. I said to myself this was going to be a disaster, with the possibility of the ball going every which way. He threw the ball to me in an overhand style and, to my surprise, it got pretty close to me. As he continued throwing the ball to me, his accuracy improved. Then, for some reason, he began to throw the ball with a sidearm and underhand style. The ball was going all over the room. I became intrigued observing him throw the ball. Because his best success was coming from the overhand method, I encouraged him to keep doing it that way. When he did one of the other methods, I reinforced the idea of throwing overhand. After about 15 minutes, I was shocked at how accurately he was
 throwing the ball to me. But during this process, I wasnt instructing him on how to use his elbow or when to release the ball from his hand. He was just throwing the ball, learning from the visual feedback, and letting his subconscious calculate the adjustments. For a child who really had no experience throwing objects to a target, he did amazingly well. Maybe hes got some potential, but, of course, since then hes gone back to his computer games and other toys and hasnt asked to play catch.


Other observations are important about the learning process. We dont teach children how to walk by talking about the hip, knee, and ankle movement in walking, or how the heel must make contact with the ground before the toes. Generally speaking, we learn by doing small things before big things; we take little steps before taking big steps. We also learn movements slowly, before learning to do them at a faster pace. We learn to walk before we learn to run. In essence, we learn through self-discovery and the understanding of the environment in which we learn. Ill also bet that when cavemen learned to throw a spear, someone wasnt around communicating the actual individual movements needed to throw the spear. Ill also venture to guess that there wasnt a detailed manual carved on the inside of the wall of their cave. Learning a physical skill needs to be learned through self-discovery, a process of adjusting to feedback and experimenting through trial and error until the desired results are achieved.


While learning through self-discovery, though, one has to be careful about using too much conscious thought to achieve good performance. Recently I went to Chuck E Cheese, an indoor amusement place that has games and rides for small children. While my wife was chasing my son around the place, I grabbed some tokens and headed over to the basketball game. Its the game with small basketballs and a basket. The game is caged in, close to you and probably only about six feet high. You insert the token, the machine releases a few balls, and you keep shooting for 30 seconds and see how many baskets you can make in that allotted time. When I first started, I was terrible. I missed left, right, short, and long. After the first game, I would rate my performance as horrific. Then, I started thinking hard about how I was using my arm and wrist and how I was releasing the ball from my finger tips. My results were no better; at times they were worse. But
 because the competitive side of me would not allow my ego to settle for this level of performance, I continued to drop tokens into the machine, relaxed a little more, and focused on the target, allowing my subconscious to make the necessary adjustments based on the feedback I was observing and feeling. I steadily improved and continued to drop tokens into the machine until I performed at a level that was satisfactory to my ego.


When an athlete misses an important shot during a crucial time, this is sometimes referred to as choking, meaning that a player messed up because of the pressure. But failing to perform is often caused by the conscious mind trying to control the individuals physical movements, which in turn interferes with the subconscious mind. One of the interesting things I observed while playing that basketball game is that when I consciously tried to adjust things, my performance did not improve and at times it actually got worse. Most performance coaches would agree that conscious thought interferes with subconscious thought, or as Homer Kelly said, Conscious thought annoys subconscious thought. When you perform physical skills, conscious thought can have an adverse effect on performance. I remember when I was a kid playing Little League baseball as the pitcher on the team. From time to time, I would struggle with my control and had trouble throwing strikes. As the pressure to throw more accurately increased, my pitching became wilder. I remember my father calling out to me from the sidelines, Stop steering the ball, and just let it go. Basically, he was telling me to stop my conscious thinking, look at the target, and let my subconsciousthe key to unlocking my skillsdo the work.


Conscious thought is not the only thing that affects performance. I suffer from acrophobia, a fear of heights. I experience this phobia even when I watch movies where someone is hanging from a building or a cliff. My hands start to sweat and my heart rate becomes elevated. When I was a young child, my mother tells me that when we drove over the Throgs Neck Bridge, which was every Sunday on our way to visit my grandmother, I would crouch down on the floor of the back seat of the car. Today, when I drive over a bridge, my hands sweat and my grip tightens on the steering wheel to the point that it would take the strength of several Clydesdale horses to pull my hands
 off the wheel. Like everybody else, I consider myself a fairly good driver, one who really enjoys driving sports cars. But when making a simple lane change on a bridge, I become very conscious of my movements with the steering wheel and the pressure I apply to the brakes. If I were driving on an obstacle course and you asked me to perform the skill of weaving around and between a row of cones at a relatively fast speed, Im confident I could handle that task. But on a bridge, I would freeze under the same conditions. I could do the cone slalom on the bridge, but the car would probably only be moving about three miles per hour. Anxiety can impact performance.


In any physical skill that requires motor coordination, the skills cant be taught. Trying to learn them piece by piece, like assembling a bicycle, is ineffective. Conscious thought and anxiety play a role in performance, degenerating it more times than not. This is not to say that some conscious thought and awareness are not necessary to learn an activity or improve at it. However, the amount of conscious thought we process during performance is what is important. Our ability to do less conscious thinking when performing can lead to better performance. All these aspects of the learning process apply to learning an effective golf swing.
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The Learning Model and Golfers





[image: imgw.jpg]eve seen in the learning model a sequence of events that takes place when performing any physical skill. No doubt golf is a physical skill that requires motor coordination. You use your body to hold and swing the golf club, and with that club, you strike a golf ball with the goal of getting the ball to a specific target. Like the other physical skills that weve talked about, golf cannot be taught. It must be learned. Someone can give you suggestions about what to do to play golf well, but like learning to drive a car or throw a ball, you have to learn yourself what to do.


Lets plug a golf shot and learning golf into our learning model. With some modification and an addition, the model for learning looks like the diagram at right.
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If we use the learning model for physical skills, we should be able to use it for playing golf. Right? We should be able to use the model for any type of golf shot from a putt to a drive. Right? However, most golfers believe they are using the
 above formula, but listen to most of them and youll hear that they arent improving their game, no matter how much they make swing changes. As mentioned earlier, occasionally golfers find a swing thought that seems to work well, but the positive results are fleeting. Why arent they using the learning model effectively?


There are several reasons that explain why the learning model breaks down with golfers. Many times a golfer will grab onto a swing thought and hold on to it for dear life even though it is a hindrance to an effective golf swing. For instance, during a lesson a golfer once told me that he was working on something specific: keeping his head down throughout his swing. I resisted the urge to comment on this and had him hit a few shots. During the first few swings, I said nothing, but captured every swing on my video system. Struggling, the golfer hit a few poor shots, all the while clearly keeping his head down, with his eyes glued to the ground, to the point where I wasnt sure if he could see where the ball was going. After hitting a few poor shots, he finally connected and hit a shot fairly solid and straight. He then turned to me and said, You see. I kept my head down on that one. I then played back the video of the shot he hit well. He could clearly see that he kept his head down well past impact. He said that as long as he could do that, he could hit the ball well. Then, I showed him the other swings when he hit the ball poorly. Basically, the swings all looked the same, with him clearly performing the objective of keeping his head down. He looked at me with that puzzled look all golfers have in their expression toolbox. The fact of the matter was that his swing key, the position of his head, had nothing to do with the success of the shot. He hit one good shot in spite of what he thought he was working on. This is an example of the conscious mind working with an ineffective swing thought and the subconscious part of the mind working toward trying to strike the ball effectively. Sometimes the subconscious mind achieves its goal through making minute adjustments and compensations, despite the thoughts of the conscious mind.


Sometimes I work with a golfer who is suffering from the shanks, the dreaded shot that strikes the hosel of the club and shoots off to the right at about a forty-five degree angle. Its an unplayable shot, and Ive witnessed golfers walk off the course in the middle of a round
 because of it. Whats interesting is that when most golfers first experience this shot, they dont believe the ball is striking the hosel. In fact, many think that its going off the other end, the toe of the club, causing the ball to go sharply to the right. How do they offset this? They consciously move closer to the ball in an effort to make sure the clubhead strikes the ball closer to the center of the clubface. But, of course, this just makes the problem worse. This is an example of how learning golf can be counterintuitive, leading us to believe one thing is happening when in reality it is the exact opposite. Ive experienced the same thing many times with my own game. After I changed from hitting a fade, and started to draw the ball, sometimes I would miss left, sometimes really far to the left. My conscious mind would say that I must be swinging the club to the left, on an outside-in clubhead path. I would swing more inside out to prevent the ball from going left. But unbeknownst to me at the time, it was my inside-out swing path that was causing the left shot. The more I hit it to the left, the more inside out I swung and the farther to the left the ball went. I was being fouled by the feedback that I thought I was observing. It was a frustrating, vicious circle that went on for some time.
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The shank shot causes the ball to fly low and sharply to the right.





Another problem that interferes with the effectiveness of the learning model for golfers is the abundance of information with which golfers are being bombarded. I went to Amazon.com and searched the words golf instruction. The search returned a number of results that exceeded one thousand books and DVDs. In addition, golfers have access to monthly golf magazines and the Golf Channel. All of the professional tournaments are now broadcast, including examples of tour players swings with slow motion pictures and commentary
 offered to viewers. However, much of the information that is available to golfers is conflicting in theory. Or it is misunderstood, misapplied, incomplete, or oversimplified. Some of the information is completely inaccurate, but appears logical and convincing with a forced perspective. In my early teaching years, I took ideas that appeared very logical and convinced both myself and my students of the relevancy and importance of certain concepts. I spent years experimenting, jumping from theory to theory, concept to concept, in an effort to find the magic that would take my game to new levels. Now, before the entire golfing community seeks me out for a lynching, Im not suggesting that all of the information out there is worthless. On the contrary, an abundance of it offers very sound concepts. However, it is difficult to sort through all of the available information in all of its forms. The abundance of information provides hundreds of suggestions and secrets that can temporarily improve ones golf game. I find that most golfers randomly choose swing thoughts and make changes with the hope that improvement will take place. This method is many times nothing more than a golfer taking a stab in the dark, an effort to catch lightning in a bottle, so to speak. Working on and changing the position of your elbow at the top just because you heard an expert state the importance of it does not necessarily lead to improvement. Many times when a golfer changes something, it impacts and changes something else. For example, if you change your backswing, it may change the position of your arms at the top, which in turn may change your downswing. Or sometimes, two things need to be changed together for improvement to take place. But randomly choosing quick tips and fixes and trying to employ them is not going to help a golfer improve.





Do You Know Where Your Golf Swing Is?

Even when armed with all of the correct information, golfers still face another challenge with the learning model. That challenge is that golfers dont understand the state of their present swing. If you ask many golfers about their swing, theyll describe it in detail like they were holding it in front of them in their hands; but to the contrary, I witness the following occurrence all the time. Ill videotape a golfers swing and before I comment on it, I have him or her watch it in real-time speed in a mode that repeats the swing over and over. Upon seeing the swing for the first time, the golfer is surprised that it doesnt look like how it felt and that it includes things he or she never imagined he or she was doing.
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Reality and what a golfer feels is happening are usually two very different things.




I remember my first video lesson very clearly. It was the early 90s and a couple of members took me on a golfing trip to Cobblestone
 Country Club in Stuart, Florida. While there, I took a video lesson from Dr. Jim Suttie, a well-known instructor and co-author of the book, The Laws of the Golf Swing. I can still vividly recall watching the video playback with Suttie, and the disbelief at what I was seeing. The video looked nothing like what I felt I was doing. This disbelief is one of the major obstacles that golfers face; they believe they are doing something when in fact they are not, or they are doing the exact opposite.


Therefore, many times our feelings and perceptions get in the way of our understanding and ability to diagnose a problem and incorporate new changes. Ive had golfers insist that they are sliding ahead, moving past the ball at impact, as opposed to staying back and behind it. But when I show them that this is not the case, they are usually bewildered. They cant see themselves swing the club. They can only feel what they are doing, and they tend to believe what they feel. A golfer may be working on shortening his backswing to gain more control. When making the change, he feels like he is moving the club back a foot less than normal. But the reality is that its only a couple of inches. A video reveals the differences between what an individual experiences internally and what is actually happening. I remember when I worked on shortening my golf swing in an attempt to gain some control. It wasnt a really long swing, but I thought if I shortened it that it would become more repeatable. I was only shortening my swing about six inches, but I swear that when I was doing it, it felt as if I were taking the club back only to about waist-high. I would play back the video and I couldnt believe the difference between what I felt I was doing and what I was actually doing.


These several reasons interfere and prevent golfers from utilizing their inherent learning skills; they are not using the learning model to effectively improve their golf swing. But they can, and I am going to show you how.


First, golfers need to understand the importance of feedback in the learning process. It is essential to achieving our goals. Without it, we cant properly monitor our progress and make the necessary adjustments to achieve our goals. Imagine going to the range and hitting balls into total darkness. All you see is the ball on the ground in front of you. After you hit the ball, it goes into the darkness. How could you
 possibly improve? You could make observations about how it felt to hit the ball, but none about where the ball went.


In golf, our primary source of feedback in the learning model is the flight of the ball or the path the ball takes after it comes off the clubface, whether its a slice, a hook, a straight shot, high, low, a chip, or a putt. It stands to reason then that golfers need to understand this relationship between the club and the ball, a relationship termed ball flight. Most golfers think they understand ball flight, but they dont. I know this from experience, both as a golfer and as a teacher. When Im working with golfers, in the very beginning of the lesson, Ill ask what the problem is and theyll tell me how the ball is slicing or hooking, or that theyre topping it, or whatever other unacceptable ball flight they are experiencing. Sometimes the first question I ask them is What is the golf club doing to produce that result? Most golfers look at me with a quizzical expression and shrug their shoulders. They just dont know. Golfers understand general things like I slice the ball because Im cutting across it or to hit a hook, I need to swing from inside out. But do you know what the clubface should look like at impact? Do you know why your short irons go straighter than your long irons? Do you know that if you curve the ball, in either direction, that you need to aim at thirteen different targets to be accurate? If you dont know the answers to these questions, then you really dont understand ball flight. Since golfers dont understand the balls relationship with the club, the nonnegotiable laws of ball flight, success utilizing this model is doomed from the start.



Another very important aspect of learning and improving your game is to understand the golf swing. But this knowledge and understanding must be of what a functional and effective golf swing is. Not necessarily the perfect model swing, the stuff you mostly hear and read about, but rather what makes a swing functional, what is negotiable and nonnegotiable in the golf swing. Golfers are working without this knowledge. While working with golfers, Ill show them a picture of a sound functional golf swing, usually that of a tour player, and put it up against their swing. Ill ask them what they think is going on, the difference between the two. Despite seeing it, their observations are usually a reflection of the preconceived notion of what they think they are doing wrong. Theyll make observations and
 comment on what the professional player is doing with his knees, hips, or head. Yet, none of these things are areas they need to focus on. Even if you gave most golfers a video of their swing and let them work on it by themselves, they probably still wouldnt improve because they dont understand what they are looking at and what to look for. Many are busy trying to model the perfect swing, a model swing that theyre not capable of producing for various reasons. In fact, many times, because of this lack of knowledge, I see golfers change things for the worse. I cant even tell you the number of times that I changed something in my golf swing, which was fundamentally sound, for the worse, because I was working on something else, ideas that were irrelevant to why I was struggling at the time.


To diagnose and make changes to improve their golf swing, golfers need to understand the components, or what I like to refer to as elements, of the golf swing. These elements can be broken down into two types: pre-swing and in-swing. Examples of pre-swing elements are anything that takes place before the swing is in motion, such as posture, grip, and stance. In-swing elements can be anything that takes place during the swing, such as when and how the wrists, arms, legs, shoulders, or just about any body part you can think of, moves during the swing. Ideally, after a golfer observes the balls flight, an element can be adjusted that will influence the club, which in turn will influence the balls flight.


Now, we can modify our golf learning model to look like the diagram on page 39.


Again, this model can be applied to any part of the game, from putting to the full swing. Improvement for many golfers is not only about understanding the relationship between the club and the ball, the pre-swing and in-swing elements, and the impact they have on the movement of the golf club. The diagnosis process must start with observing the ball flight and what the club did to create that ball flight. Then, when needed, the appropriate element can be focused on and modified. This is where the challenge of diagnosis exists. If the elements and their impact are not fully understood, diagnosing and changing elements can be a futile, frustrating, and sometimes complete waste of time and effort.


Its also very helpful, if not imperative, to understand the human body and its influence on the elements. The popularity of golf fitness is growing with good reason. The golf swing is an athletic movement that requires flexibility, strength, and balance, and its very important for golfers to understand their own physical attributes and limitations. There is now an abundance of information on this topic in books and DVDs, as well as physical fitness programs specifically designed for golfers being offered at fitness clubs and physical therapy facilities throughout the country. I believe it is in the best interest of your game to explore this area and, with the permission of your doctor, embark on a program.
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As you can see, golfers are faced with many challenges when working toward learning and improving. The model, for any physical activity or task, works for all individuals. Its not that the model needs to be learned by golfers, because all humans instinctively know how to use it. But rather two things must take place. The first is that everything that is running interference with the model needs to be eliminated. The second is that everything within the model needs to be understood.







End of sample
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