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THE PEE WEE YEARS
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One of the most frequently asked questions I hear as a golf instructor is “How do I get my junior started in golf?”  There are many excellent ways to get a youngster started.  Golf camps and clinics are great ways to begin, but  we need to look at each individual child and their goals to determine the best place to start the child.  We need to look at why the child wants to play.  Is it because the parent or grandparent plays and the child would like to participate? Is it because the child has been exposed to the sport and thinks he/she might like it too? Is it because he/she has seen Tiger or Annika and wants to be just like them? Or is it that the parent wants the child to be the next Tiger Woods or Annika Sorenstan?

With Tiger’s success and the current trend in junior golf, comes the next question, “How young can I start my Junior Golfer?”  There are other questions to ask before coming to the answer. The first issue is how mature is the child?  Of course, we all know that our own children are more advanced than the average child, but we also know children develop different skills at different ages.  How well does my child pay attention and for how long?  Most organized junior golf programs will not allow children under the age of 7 to participate.  This is usually done due to the attention span of the children under the age of 7.  Usually youngsters under the age of 7 have very short attention spans and the  reason it is important is so they will be able to learn more and  will not be disruptive to others. Also, most formal junior camps and clinics will have a limited number of participants to instructor or supervisor ratio for safety and learning reasons.  The older child can better follow safety and other rules, and can actually learn some of the skills being presented in the class.  There are some children at younger ages who do have these skills.  We,  at The Golf Institute, have offered a new program we developed in 2003 just for the younger kids.  It is a PEE WEE program offered to the 5,6,& 7 year olds.  The idea was to provide a setting for these younger kids to get some exposure to the game.  The camps were set up on a limited time basis and a limited number of children.  The camp size needed to be small to accommodate the safety issue.  Children this age need to be closely monitored since golf balls and golf clubs can become very dangerous very quickly.   The class size also needed to stay small to allow the children to get enough individual time to learn some basic golf knowledge and skills.  

Most of the time we suggest to the parent wanting to start their child at a very young age to make sure they get an appropriate sized club and have the child learn grip and stance.  We tell them then to just let the child have fun by trying to hit the ball.  The parent can actually introduce a lot of basic golf information to their child.  Teach  safety first.  Teach them where to stand or not stand, where to hit from, how the ball and equipment can be dangerous, and how to protect themselves and others around them.  Some etiquette can be taught by simply having the junior understand that they need to stand still and be quiet and not be disruptive to others around them.  As the junior learns these basics there is room for other information regarding the swing and that may be simply by just watching the ball at all times and not moving the head.  These basic safety, etiquette, and swing skills can be introduced at any age starting as young as a child can walk and understands.  Repetition and reinforcement (as all good parents and grandparents know) is a must.   

Putting is also an element of the game that can be introduced to your young golfer.  With this task, comes a great deal of responsibility as to make sure no damage is done to the putting green at the facility you are utilizing.  Most very young children don’t understand the concept of not damaging or even what is damaging someone else's property.  Frankly, this is a lesson that can not be learned early enough or practiced long enough by every individual.  In teaching the youngster putting, start with very short straight in putts. (those with no break).  Teach the child to line up the putter and hit straight to the hole.  You will have to be mindful of two things when teaching putting.  Teach the child to never take a full swing to avoid damage to the green and don’t put their feet inside the hole where the edges can break down.  Putting can be particularly fun and satisfying for the child and they can see that the whole idea of the game of golf is to get the ball in the hole. 

I have also discovered through personal experience with my children

that the more fun it is and the more praise they receive the more they want to be on the course or at the driving range.  Always stress FUN and your junior will be a golfer forever.  

Common sense and supervision is a key to their early learning process.  Be sure to spend the time with them and not just let them be left to their own devises.  When they gain experience, you will be able to practice  yourself.  Remember parents and grandparents of very young children wanting to play, the pay off of having a playing partner comes later down the road after they have acquired knowledge about safety and etiquette.

In next months article we will talk about starting the 7 year old golfer and what avenues of learning are available for this age.

