
GAZING IN THE GRASS

TurfNet Survey Misses the Mark
By Dr. John Stier, Department of Horticulture, University of Wisconsin-Madison

The July issue of ThrfNet, the online magazine for golf
course superintendents, contained a "survey' of the

top 100 national turf programs. The survey was in fact a
numerical ranking of turf schools. Some of what I con-
sider top schools were indeed highly ranked: North
Carolina State, Michigan State, Penn State. However,
some ranked schools were ones I've barely heard of in my
20 years of turf academia, while other notable power-
houses such as the Univ, of Nebraska and the Univ of
Florida were completely absent. How could anyone miss
the mark that badly?

The C-5 Division of the Crop Science Society of
America, formed in 1946, is the official organization of
turf scientists and instructors. Any faculty person who
has been a member for more than five years can tick
off the top schools and universities, while recognizing
that all have certain qualities. During our annual con-
ference we see who is doing the most research and the
best research or outreach in various areas. However,
doing the most research does not necessarily equate
with the best. A similar situation exists at the Golf
Industry Show each year. Some schools have massive
booths with many turf students in attendance, others
have the conventional size and modest numbers, while
many have no booth at all and few if any students
attending. Should golf courses only hire students that
come from the school with the largest booth? Will a
golf course superintendent only buy a product from a
company with the largest booth, because the largest
booth equates to the best product and/or value? Of
course not.

The survey questions and overall management
appeared to be poorly developed. Anyone who has
served on a board to oversee a survey knows that the
survey instrument (e.g., questionnaire) is only as good
as the type and wording of the questions, along with
making sure it gets into the right hands. TurfNet failed
on both accounts. TurfNet proudly focused on the fact
they had hired a college staff who would "crunch the
numbers". This is like bragging about who has been
hired to operate the fairway mower with a gasoline
engine, then finding out the person they'd charged
with fueling it used diesel because they didn't know
the difference.

One of the biggest miscues was in how the surveys
were sent out. Instead of sending them to the key turf
personnel at schools, something which could have
been readily done as they are all listed with the

GCSAA,many if not most of the surveys were sent to
a school administrator. Thus, if a secretary opening
the dean's or the chairperson's mail didn't forward the
survey, the faculty didn't receive it. At many schools
the turf faculty never saw the survey, and only learned
about it after the fact. These schools included
Nebraska, Florida, and others. This despite the
decades Of service professors like Bob Shearman
(Univ, of Nebraska) has rendered to the industry
through his research, advisory capacity with the
National Turfgrass Evaluation Program, and as tech-
nical editor for Crop Science, the turf scientist's equiv-
alent of Golf Course Management. Dr. Roch Gaussion,
also at the Univ, of Nebraska, is the current C-5 chair,
and only heard about the survey from a fellow scien-
tist in Indiana as the deadline approached. What
would the industry think if the president of the
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GCSAAwas left out of a survey sponsored by TurfNet?
Amusingly, the turf faculty at some schools didn't

know of the survey until after the rankings came out,
yet their schools were still ranked! Imagine if TurfNet
sent a survey to your club's manager, asking how well-
maintained your golf course was, without any input
from you. Meanwhile, down the road, the manager has
turned over the survey to the superintendent to
answer. What would you think, especially (if you
thought your course should rank much higher?

No respectable survey in which I have ever partici-
pated, either as a respondent or as a surveyor, has
neglected to conduct a follow-up with non-respon-
dents. I get numerous surveys each year, and the dif-
ference between the good and the bad is often indi-
cated by the follow-up. Following-up achieves better
accuracy as it helps safeguard against surveyees not
responding because of a bad address or other condi-
tion. It also serves to ensure accuracy in the case of
incomplete or contradictory answers. We spent
$100,000 in 2000 to conduct the Wisconsin Turf
Economic Impact survey, hiring the Wisconsin
Agricultural Statistics Service to do it right. Part of the
funds went to hire people who, for one month, did
nothing but contact people who had not responded to
the surveyor whom had given incomplete answers. In
a low budget situation in which we surveyed IPM prac-
tices of landscapers, we hired two students at $8/hr to
contact respondents after three of us identified which
companies had not responded or had incomplete/con-
tradictory answers. The total cost of the follow-up? A
few hundred dollars, but it made all the difference
between a good survey and a bad survey (Mrill et al.,
2007). If one faculty and two staff members can
ensure survey follow-up with practically no budget
and less time, surely a magazine deigning to be the
primary source of information for golf course superin-
tendents should be able to do the same.

TurfNet's fumbling rankled many superintendents
and academics. In addition to the mailing of the sur-
veys, the wording and types of many of the questions
were just bad. A colleague from a ranked southern
school struggled with the following questions:

1) What is the current enrollment in the turf
management program? At that particular school, all
80 students in the department get a degree called
"Horticulture, Landscape, and Turf Science", so
should the answer have been 80? However, only about
50 students take more than one turf class, so should
the answer have been 50? The faculty member
answering the question felt that only about 25 stu-
dents were truly interested in turf as a career, of
course, this would be the faculty member's perception
and might be inaccurate. What is the correct answer?
A different land-grant university in the South has

approximately 1,000 students in its introductory turf
course (FYI-one of the faculty recently earned their
Ph.D. in turf from the UW-Madison). The course
counts as a general science course for the university,
so students flock to it. Should they be included in the
numbers?

2) What is the number of full-time faculty with
expertise in turf management? This question was
unclear if it meant full-time faculty members that
work full-time in turf or part-time. [Some faculty have
part-time or adjunct appointments, meaning their real
job is elsewhere.] At the UW-Madison, Dr. Chris
Williamson is a full-time faculty member, was a former
golf course superintendent so his management expe-
rience is unquestionable, however, his appointment is
split equally between turf and ornamentals. Does he
count? Several of the top-ranked schools have one or
more full-time faculty who conduct what is called
"bench-top science", but wouldn't know the difference
between a .156 inch and a 0.5 inch height of cut.
Should they be included? A similar situation exists
with the questions about staff and graduate students.
We have several faculty members at the UW-Madison
who occasionally work with us on turf projects as the
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situation demands-should they and all of their staff
and/or graduate students be included? While the
answer may be clear to those who know the program
in-depth, one look at some schools' websites shows
even those faculty and staff who are peripherally
involved with the turf program have historically been
included as members of the "turf team". Not including
them would disavow their efforts, but is it really accu-
rate to say they have expertise in turf management?
Most C-5 members who have been in academia five or
more years could tell you who the faculty really are
that work in turf. John Reitman, editor of TurfNet,
now says they did have input from turf scientists, but
is unwilling to divulge their names. If this is true, the
turf scientists obviously were not allowed to play a
sufficient role in the process.

3) Do you have an on-site pathology lab? Only
a handful of universities have a turfgrass pathologist,
and many of those only work in turf part-time.
However, my colleague from the southern school
pointed out in an email to the C-5 group that, even
though they lack a true turf pathologist, they have 8
pathology labs in their building. Many of these people
can help diagnose a turf disease. What is the answer?
At the UW,we have a plant disease clinic on campus,
but they don't handle turf samples. Instead, the Turf
Diagnostic Lab (TDL) is housed at the O.J. Noer
Facility so superintendents can easily get to it, park,
run inside, get a diagnosis, and get back to the course.
However, the TDL is 8 miles away from campus. Is this
an on-site pathology lab? I would guess so, but an
independent auditor might see it differently. The lab
receives no state funding, is not officially recognized
by the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences, and
so by these and other measures might not be consid-
ered part of the university.

4) What is the number of courses related to turf
management? One of my colleagues at another univer-
sitywanted to answer "all of them" (e.g., 4 years-worth).
At UW-Madison,turf students do not necessarily have to
take all of the turf courses offered, but are required to
take a number of courses critical for their careers such as
soil science, irrigation, drainage, accounting,
personnel/business management, etc. Do these courses
count? We have 3 official courses that contain the word
turf, but we occasionally offer a 4th course in turf pest
management which is not officiallylisted. Previous to my
arrival, only 2 classes were offered which contained the
word turf in the title: a 1 credit turf fertility course and a
2 credit introductory turf course. I made the introductory
turf course 3 credits instead of 2 by adding a 3-hr/week
laboratory, then developed a 3 credit advanced turf man-
agement course. Dr. Soldat turned the 1 credit turf fer-
tility course into a 3 credit turf nutrition and water
course. Thus, we have officially increased turf course

,offeringsfrom 3 to 9 credits, a 300% increase, yet based
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on number of courses we've only increased it by 50%.
Have we helped the students? I think so. One of the
large universities in the middle of the country recently
split its introductory and advanced turf courses into
two different courses each (e.g., Part 1 and Part 2),
thus showing a total of 4 turf classes. The number of
instructional hours and credits are the same as before,
but now they have twice as many turf classes. Does the
new situation provide an accurate portrayal of the turf
instruction, and does it help the students?

Other fundamental problems exist with the ques-
tions. Many pertain to the number of students enrolled
in the turf program, but as pointed out with the school
having 1,000 turf students in its introductory class,
does more mean better? How many of you with B.s.
degrees felt you learned more in a class having 200+
people than in a class of 20 students? Should TurfNet
instead focus on the student:advisor ratio? Does a uni-
versity with three faculty members and 125 turf stu-
dents provide better mentoring than a university with
three faculty members and 25 turf students?

What about the academic level of the institution?
For example, in order to get into the UW-Madison
these days, a freshman essentially needs to have a 3.9
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or better grade point average, a 30 or better on their
ACT, and show involvement in extracurricular activi-
ties. Consequently, our numbers are less than if we
admitted persons with lower GPAs out of high school.
With the industry's support, we have tried to keep the
number of students in proportion to the job market,
something which some schools have ignored to the
disservice of their alumni. What about the overall
quality of the department offering the program? The
Department of Horticulture at the UW-Madison was
ranked #1 in the country this year by the Chronicle of
Higher Education based on faculty productivity in
grants and publications, graduate students, etc.
Shouldn't these types of covariates be included in the
rankings? A credible statistics service able to "crunch
the numbers" would want to include school admission
criteria, department rankings, and other variables.

In an email to a group of C-5 members shortly after
the rankings were published, John Reitman defended
the purpose of the survey stating it was done for the
good of the students. In reality, virtually 100% of a
schools' turf students are in-state residents. Due to
the high cost of education, especially out-of-state,
does it really do a student any good to go elsewhere?
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If a Wisconsin student pays out-of-state tuition to go
to North Carolina State, are they really going to get a
better job at higher pay? Will they be happier?

Lack of integrity plagues such rankings as these, as
the answers and motivation for the rankings are
always self-serving. In TurfNet's case, the sole reason
for the rankings is to sell advertisements as they know
superintendents will be curious to see how their alma
maters ranked. The survey has no benefits for the stu-
dents. It does serve as a chest-thumper for alumni ,
students, and staff from the few schools ranked at the
top. However, even a top ranking is not always benefi-
cial. One of the top 10 schools, with their industry
thinking they should have ranked higher, will now be
spending money doing an external review of their pro-
gram. Tens of thousands of dollars will be spent
bringing in an outside panel to review a program that
anyone in the turf industry, especially students who
have gotten jobs due in part to name recognition of
the school, has always deemed excellent. The money
that will be spent is money that could have gone
towards scholarships, field trips, instruction, or any of
a number of other items that could truly benefit the
students. This is like the UW-Madison using instruc-
tional funds to determine what our football team
needs to do to win the national championship, a goal
which Barry Alvarez never made an object of the pro-
gram because he has integrity and cares about the
players as people and students first. And for any
school ranked #1, what happens internally when they
lose the # 1 ranking?

Needless to say, the rankings have anguished some
superintendents and academics around the country. I
have received more calls and emails than I have been able
to track about the rankings. TIme spent with a chest-
thumping exercise is time away from mentoring students
and helping the industry. If the inability of TurtNet to
clearly capture the quality ofyour educational experience
is causing angst, why subscribe to the magazine?

C-5 members have historically been very open and
sharing of resources and information with one another.
Several of my colleagues feel this is in jeopardy if some
schools become mercenary in their desire to gain a
high ranking. Loss of this goodwill will negatively affect
students and the industry. John Reitman says they will
be sure to have several turf persons assist with the
second round of surveys. Given the antipathy with
which even some of the highly ranked schools felt
towards the 2007 survey, it will be interesting to see
who from the C-5 group (if any) are willing to be asso-
ciated with the survey. Will their schools receive a
favorable review in return for their help?

The editorial board at TurfN et has been contacted by
numerous faculty throughout the country as to the mis-
cues inherent in the survey questions, the survey

THE GRASS ROOTS NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2007 •



GAZING IN THE GRASS

methodology, and the lack of benefit
to too students and industry. I feel
sorry for them as they apparently
lack the moral fortitude and
integrity to make their product truly
serve the industry. The best way to
deal with problems is to communi-
cate and cooperate, not confront.
Despite an offer from the C-5 chair
to attend a meeting to discuss how
a survey could be better conducted
in order actually assist the industry
and students, their editorial staff
has refused to participate. Is this
the type of company from whom
you want to buy product?

TurtNet has stated that it was
unfair to rank the 2 and 4 year pro-
grams together in the July survey
and will handle them separately in
the future. Does that mean persons
with 2 yr degrees are ill-equipped
to compete in the job market? I
would argue otherwise as I've seen
plenty of smart, successful superin-
tendents with 2 yr degrees. When I
taught the advanced turf physi-
ology and management course at
Michigan State University in a
classroom of combined 2 and 4 yr
students, many of the top students
were in the 2 yr program.

Dr. Tom Cook (Oregon State
University) put it well-despite
being a one-person show, his stu-
dents have been successful. His
program will never have the
resources of a North Carolina State
University. However, interns are
regularly placed at golf courses
such as Pebble Beach and Bandon
Dunes. The students go on to have
successful, rewarding careers. To
me, their success depends on the
instructor and advisor, not the size
of the program's bank account.
Those of you who had Dr. J.R. Love
or Dr. Wayne Kussow, think about
this hard. Did your career suffer
because there weren't 200 turf stu-
dents, with 50 graduates each year
all VYing for lOin-state jobs? Has
the quality of the golf experience
for golfers suffered in Wisconsin?
When I arrived at UW-Madison,sev-

eral golf course superintendents
discussed with me the idea of main-
taining a balanced program so as to
not grow the program too large and
degrade the quality of education. In
a follow-up editorial in the October
issue of TurfNet, John Reitman
contradicted his earlier communi-
cations and admitted the rankings
are all about resources: those
schools with the greatest amount of
resources will rise to the top of the
rankings. If that is the case, why not
just title the rankings "The
Wealthiest Turf Programs" and call

it close enough. Wealth does not
necessarily translate into the best
program (i.e., New York Yankees)
or the most caring and helpful advi-
sors. Ultimately, TurfNet's rankings
are all about selling advertisements.
Just own up to it-superintendents
deserve better.
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