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By J. BARRY MOTHES

The steady supply of educated turfgrass
graduates entering the job market year
after year has led to more golf clubs and
courses hiring degree-carrying second
assistant superintendents, according to
directors of some of the country’s biggest
and most highly-regarded college and
university-based turfgrass programs.

Degree-carrying 2nd assistants
seen as a frend of the 1990s

“I think we've been seeing more and
more head superintendents going with
first and second assistants,” said John
“Trey” Rogers, an associate professor at
Michigan State University. “They want
more qualified people and for a few thou-
sand dollars more [in salary] they can get
an educated person as a second assistant.
Their enthusiasm can make up for their
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lack of experience and they're woith it.”

Rogers said 30 of the 40 2-year turfgrass
graduates at Michigan State th$ Year are
headed for second assistants jobs. He
pointed out there are real practical advan-
tages for superintendents at clubs and
courses who have a full-time s€cond as-
sistant superintendent.

“If you only have one assistaat and you
lose him, you're in trouble,” said Rogers.
“But if you have two assistants climbing
the career ladder, you'll have a second
ready to step in when the first leaves
which brings some stability to-the pro-
gram.”
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The story for college and university
turfgrass graduates hitting the pavement
in 1997 seems to be much the same as in
recent years — excellent opportunities at
the first assistant superintendent and sec-
ond assistant level, but extremely tough
competition for head superintendent’s
jobs, where 100 to 200 applicants are be-
coming the norm for head jobs.

“We're not having any problems plac-
ing graduates,” said David Willoughby,
associate professor and coordinator of
the turfgrass management program at
Ohio State University’s Agricultural Tech-
nical Institute (ATI). Willoughby said al-
most all the 35 to 50 graduates from Ohio
State’s ATI this year will be starting as
first or second assistants.

“The trend in the industry seems to be
that you need to earn your wings,” said
Willoughby. “Just because you're a whiz
student doesn’t mean you're going to go
right out and be a [head] superintendent.
But most of our students are not ready to
be head supers right away anyway.
They’re being trained to move up through
the system.” Willoughby pointed out there
are exceptions, of course, such as a stu-
dent who may be coming into a turfgrass
degree program after five or six years
experience on a golf course.

The hottest sector in the golf course
industry job market, according to several
turfgrass and golf course operations pro-
gram directors, is for golf course me-
chanics — or, as they are known more
and more, turf equipment managers.
However, there's nowhere near the sup-
ply to meet the demand.

“We could place a 100 of them a year if
I had them,” said John Piersol, chairman
of the divisions of golf course operations
and landscape technology at Lake City
College in northern Florida. “There are
just not enough good programs training
golf course mechanics, and I don't mean
small engine mechanics, I mean golf
course mechanics.”

Lake City has had a mechanics pro-
gram since 1973 and Piersol said he’s
seen the demand soar in the past six to
seven years. Lake City will graduate 27
students with degrees in turf equipment
management. Piersol said the group re-
ceived well over 80 job offers.

“The equipment is so sophisticated and
expensive thatthe golf courses have started
screaming for qualified people,” said
Piersol. He said today’s golf course me-
chanic — or turf equipment manager —
has to be a far more broadly skilled person
than in the past. “He or she has to be 50
percent mechanic and 50 percent manager.
Someone who can set up a shop, organize a
preventative maintenance program, use a
computer, train and equip operators, and
fix things... But the potential for a skilled,
organized person is excellent.”

Piersol said he hopes other turf equip-
ment management programs start devel-
oping around the country. Officials at
Delhi College in New York visited Lake
City to study its program and launched a
new program at Delhi last fall. And, as
reported in lastmonth’s Golf Course News
, officials at several Denver-area techni-
cal colleges are also looking into estab-
lishing some type of degree program for
turf equipment managers.

“I'hope they're successful,” Piersol said.
“We can’t train all the mechanics in the
country, the need is just too huge.”
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