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Introduction 

Since its creation in 1997, The First Tee’s mission has been, “to impact the lives of young people by 

providing educational programs that build character, instill life-enhancing values and promote healthy choices 

through the game of golf,” (The First Tee of Aiken, 2015). With the help of Shell Oil a partnership was formed 

with LGPA, Masters Tournament, PGA of America, PGA Tour, and USGA to lead what is now known as The 

First Tee, (The First Tee, 2015). Since its initial start, The First Tee has impacted more than nine million youth.  

 The First Tee of Aiken (FTOA), a nonprofit organization, was established in August of 2009 and is 

currently lead by executive director Elizabeth Smith. The First Tee of Aiken is located at Houndslake Country 

Club in Aiken, South Carolina. Students who enroll with FTOA receive golf instruction, free use of golf 

equipment, supervised practice privileges, and opportunities to participate in tournaments all while also 

focusing on developing quality life skills. The First Tee of Aiken will never turn away any interested 

participants because of an inability to pay.  

 The programs available through The FTOA impacts more than 12,000 youth ages five to eighteen 

throughout Aiken County, South Carolina each year. All who participate in their programs are expected to 

respect a code of conduct and nine core values: courtesy, judgment, respect, confidence, honesty, integrity, 

responsibility, perseverance, and sportsmanship, (“About the First Tee”, 2014 p. 1). The code of conduct states, 

“All members and guests are expected to abide by Code of Conduct. Respect for self, respect for others and 

respect for surroundings,” (“About the First Tee”, 2014 p. 2). The code and values are taught and represented by 

the staff and volunteers. The FTOA employs two full-time staff members, six year round part-time employees, 

six-part time summer employees, and utilizes 200 volunteers, (“Beyond the Fairways”, 2014).  

 The FTOA programs are available to participants’ year round. Participants may come annually or attend 

eight, weeklong sessions. The Golf and Life Skills program, National School Program and Outreach programs 

are available annually, with eight-week sessions also an option. The FTOA also has summer camps available to 

the youth of Aiken County. Those students who regularly participate in classes receive a First Tee of Aiken 

Membership. This membership allows them to participate in classes to work towards achieving their PLAYer 

Certification, which means they have completed the first level of The First Tee program, (“About the First Tee,” 
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2014 p.2). Once they achieve this certification they can be promoted to more advanced level classes. To have an 

active membership with The First Tee of Aiken participants must be between the ages of eight and eighteen and 

pay some additional fees for use of the course and range balls, (“About the First Tee,” 2014 p. 2).  Membership 

and registration do come with a certain cost as well but The First Tee of Aiken has scholarships and assistance 

available for participants.  

Organizational Driver 

The First Tee of Aiken was established to introduce youth in Aiken County to the game of golf as well 

as teach them valuable life lessons and skills, and how golf works hand in hand with these lessons and skills, 

(“What is The First Tee of Aiken?” 2014).  The First Tee Life Skills Experience teaches skills that help youth to 

achieve success on the golf course as well as achieve success in life. Skills that are included in this experience 

are self-management, interpersonal communication, goal-setting, mentoring and effective conflict resolution, 

(“What is the First Tee of Aiken?” 2014).  

The FTOA asks, “Have you ever interacted with a young person who seemed irresponsible, a poor sport, 

disrespectful, used bad judgment, or suffered from low self esteem?” (“What is the First Tee of Aiken?” 2014). 

The FTOA believes that there are many people that interact with youth and would answer yes to that question, 

and this is what motivates FTOA to operate in the community of Aiken County, South Carolina. Though they 

feel a huge sense of pride when one of their participants does well with their golf game, they exude even more 

pride and excitement when they see their participants learn to transfer the values they have learned through the 

game of golf into their lives. The FTOA believes, “Young people do not automatically act with integrity or 

demonstrate sportsmanship. The acquisition of values is often a by-product of a series of complex processes that 

evolve from individuals’ experiences,” (The First Tee of Aiken, 2014). Through their programs FTOA strives to 

change how young people automatically act and teach their participants their nine core values through the 

experience of golf.  

Framework 

The First Tee of Aiken has a personal philosophy and uses the Search Institutes Framework of 40 

Development Assets. The First Tee of Aiken’s philosophy is, “young people do not care what a coach knows 



ORGANIZATIONAL	CASE	STUDY	OF	THE	FIRST	TEE	OF	AIKEN	 5	

until they know a coach cares,” (The First Tee, 2015, p. 5). They implement this philosophy through four 

building blocks: Activity Based, Empower Youth, Mastery Driven and Continuous Learning. The Activity 

Based building block means the coaches coach by actively doing versus telling. Mastery Driven is how they 

encourage their participants to seek challenging activities that help them to develop new skills. They Empower 

Youth by allowing them to actively participate in decision-making. The last building block; continuous 

learning, is what FTOA does to make sure that the work they do offers long term solutions and by engaging all 

their participants in coachable moments, (The First Tee, 2015, p. 5).  

 The Search Institute released their framework of 40 Developmental Assets in 1990. (Search Institute , 

2015). The framework identifies, “a set of skills, experiences, relationships, and behaviors that enable young 

people to develop into successful and contributing adults”, (Search Institute , 2015). The First Tee of Aiken 

links a variety but not all of the 40 Development Assets directly to the lesson plans that they use in The Life 

Skills Experience.  

I also believe that the work that is done through The First Tee of Aiken fits with Jean Piaget’s 

Constructivist Theory and Vygotsky’s Collaborative Learning.  Reed W. Larson and Kathrin Walker (2005) 

write of Piaget’s ideas that development is from active experience. Larson and Walker discuss the tendencies of 

youth through the ideas of this theory, “Constructivist theories then, help us to think about the powerful natural 

tendencies of youth to develop and organize their experiences into understanding”, (Larson & Walker, 2005, pp. 

135-136).  

 I believe this idea of organizing experiences into understanding fits perfectly with what FTOA is trying 

to accomplish. The FTOA uses the experience of the game of golf to help build character and create values and 

promote a healthy lifestyle in each of its program participants. The program allows the participants to learn 

from and through their experiences. A four-year study of FTOA was conducted to truly understand how the 

program impacts the youth that are involved.  

Youth credited The First Tee for their ability to transfer many of the life skills they learned in golf to 
school and other areas of their lives. Managing emotions, setting goals and resolving conflicts were 
skills The First Tee participants continued to transfer by, for example staying positive when frustrated 
with homework, setting goals to get better grades and looking for solutions to problems with friends. 
(Petitpas & Petlichkoff, 2010, p. 4) 
 



ORGANIZATIONAL	CASE	STUDY	OF	THE	FIRST	TEE	OF	AIKEN	 6	

These findings relate back to the theories of Piaget. Piaget believes that children and youth are constructed and 

developed through experimentation and reasoning (Larson & Walker, 2005 p. 135).  

While participants of FTOA are learning through their experiences in the program, they are not left to 

their own devices thus demonstrating the Collaborative Learning Theory. A downfall of the Constructivist 

Theory is that the youth may get stuck in a middle ground if the learning process is completely turned over to 

them on their own, which in turn can lead to a lower retention rate, (Larson & Walker, 2005 p. 136). 

Collaborative Learning allows youth to learn through guided participation. All of the participants of FTOA go 

through the program with knowledgeable and highly trained instructors. I believe that this aspect of FTOA 

helps to keep their retention rate up. The four-year study of FTOA found that the retention rate is significantly 

higher than typical youth sport organizations (Petitpas & Petlichkoff, 2010, p. 8).  

Goals and Performance Objectives  

The First Tee of Aiken’s main objectives are presented in their mission statement “To impact the lives 

of young people by providing educational programs that build character, instill life-enhancing values and 

promote healthy choices through the game of golf” (The First Tee of Aiken, 2014).  Beyond that mission, there 

are also more specific goals and objectives for the program. These objectives are focused on both output and 

outcome. The output-focused goals of FTOA all involve increasing their numbers. They hope to increase their 

number of participants in all of their programs, increase their number of volunteers and coaches, and increase 

their revenue and budget. Elizabeth Smith, executive director of The First Tee of Aiken provided me with a 

breakdown of their goals for the future.  
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(The First Tee of Aiken, 2014) 

 The Golf and Life Skills Experience, available through the Golf and Life Skills program onsite and in 

the National School Programs has objectives that are outcome-focused. The First Tee Life Skills Experience has 

multiple levels of learning. Participants move through different levels of certification and each level has its own 

objectives. The first level is Target. This level provides them with a basic understanding of the Life Skills 

Experience and helps to create curiosity about the game of golf. The second level is PLAYer. This level 

introduces each participant to the game of golf with a special emphasis on learning The First Tee Code of 

Conduct. The third level is PAR. This level’s objective is to improve interpersonal communication and self-

management skills. Level four is BIRDIE and emphasizes goal setting. Level five is EAGLE and participants in 

this level will work on resilience skills, conflict resolution and planning for their futures. The last and most 
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advanced level is ACE. Participants in this level are working toward further education, volunteer opportunities, 

a career and focuses on personal plans for golf, (Petitpas & Petlichkoff, 2010, p. 2).  

Program Activities 

The First Tee of Aiken offers multiple program opportunities that take place outside of their facility and directly 

at Houndslake Country Club. Programs available through The First Tee of Aiken are their Golf and Life Skills 

Program, The National School Program, and Outreach Programs.  

The Golf and Life Skills Program has classes available throughout the week including Saturdays and is 

also available through Summer Camp. When participants are enrolled in the Golf and Life Skills program they 

progress through different levels, TARGET, PLAYer, PAR, BIRDIE, EAGLE and ACE.  

Also with the Life Skills Experience program there is the Little Linksters Program. This program is for the 

younger crowd age five to seven. FTOA uses this program to introduce them to the game of golf and introduce 

them to the Life Skills Experience (The First Tee of Aiken, 2014, p. 1).  

The National School Program is how FTOA gets their program into the school system of Aiken County. 

The National School program is in all 20 Aiken County elementary schools. The PE teachers are all trained by 

the staff of FTOA on how to deliver the Golf and Life Skills program. While they deliver the aspects of the 

program on their own in their school they always have the continued support from the staff and coaches of 

FTOA.  

The First Tee of Aiken has many outreach clinics and field trips. Throughout the year they host free 

clinics for local non-profit organizations, youth groups, and other community organizations. Along with free 

clinics FTOA also has the Pencils and Putters neighborhood outreach program. This program is available at 

neighborhood parks and recreation centers. Through this program participants receive homework help and The 

First Tee of Aiken Golf and Life Skills Experience, and are provided with a “relationship-building meal” (The 

First Tee of Aiken, 2014, p. 2) 

I believe that the intended goals and outcomes of The First Tee of Aiken are very tightly coupled with 

their programs. The First Tee of Aiken operates around their mission statement and the instilling of the Nine 

Core Values in all of its participants. All of their programs were designed with those values in mind. The 
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previously mentioned study that was done of the FTOA also helps to solidify that their programs are fulfilling 

their goals and intended outcomes.  Researchers interviewed participants of the program in personal interviews 

and 78 percent reported transferring skills from the program into their daily life, such as decision-making, self-

management and goal setting. Seventy-three percent reported higher confidence in their academics and 82 

percent felt an increase in their confidence in social skills with peers, (Petitpas & Petlichkoff, 2010, pp. 4-5).  

Resources 

The First Tee of Aiken could not and would not thrive without the many wonderful resources available 

to them. To keep the program running smoothly FTOA employs 11 staff members, some full-time and some 

part-time and uses 200 volunteers. Because FTOA operates annually and serves over 12,000 youth, volunteers 

are of great importance. People may choose from a variety of volunteer opportunities such as assistant coaches, 

golf buddies, league assistants, administrative helpers, special event and fundraising volunteers, national school 

program coach and booth and banner volunteers.  

The First Tee Aiken operates out of Houndslake Country Club. They have a classroom, office space, and 

a driving range, practice facilities, a pro shop and other spaces that they share with the country club. The main 

portion of FTOA is their nine-hole Laurel golf course.  

FTOA operates annually on a budget of $355,600, (“Beyond the Fairways” 2014). From this budget 51 

percent goes toward maintaining the golf course and 49 percent is for program expenses. Money coming into 

the program is received from multiple areas. Contributions and donations contribute to 14 percent, special 

events 18 percent, program fees 10 percent, and other income 2 percent. The main source of revenue (56 

percent) is FTOA’s Junior Invitational. The Junior Invitational is an event held at Sage Valley Golf Club and is 

presented by Electrolux, (The First Tee of Aiken , 2015 ). The Junior Invitational is known as one of the top 

ranked junior golf tournaments and is a by-invitation only tournament. (Sage Valley Golf Course , 2015).   

FTOA is partnered with many different businesses and corporations including, Junior Invitational at 

Sage Valley, E-Z-GO, Bridgestone, Pepsi, Woodside Plantation Country Club, and The Reserve Club at 

Woodside Plantation Country Club. E-Z-GO provides golf carts and financial support to the program. Woodside 

Plantation Country Club and The Reserve Club at Woodside Plantation are two Aiken area golf courses whom 
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proudly support and advocate for the programs that FTOA provide. Bridgestone is FTOA’s corporate sponsor, 

and Pepsi provides FTOA with weekly deliveries of bottled water (The First Tee of Aiken, 2015). 

I believe that the resources that are available to The First Tee of Aiken are very adequate for the mission 

of the program. A main point that stands out to me that would defend this is the fact that The First Tee of Aiken 

is able to provide participation in programs to everyone, regardless of the ability to pay. Having the ability to 

not turn away participants shows that FTOA has an adequate budget and revenue coming in that allows them to 

not only have the necessary equipment, facilities and staff available but also be inclusive to all.  

Strengths and Weaknesses 

The First Tee of Aiken is a very developed and thriving Youth Development Program. The eight features of 

positive developmental settings as discussed by Eccles and Gootman (2002) in Community Programs to 

Promote Youth Development can help to further discuss the strength of the program as a whole, and why they 

are so successful.  

The first of these eight features is Physical and Psychological Safety. This includes the facility being 

safe and having safe group interactions with peers and working to decrease any unsafe or confrontational peer 

interactions, (Eccles, 2002, p. 90 table 4.1). The First Tee of Aiken’s Impact Report found that participants were 

finding an increase in their meeting and greeting skills, and that they were becoming more confident in their 

social skills, (Petitpas & Petlichkoff, 2010, pp. 4-5). The second feature is Appropriate Structure. This is 

described as having clear boundaries, rules and expectations, and age-appropriate monitoring, (Eccles, 2002, p. 

90 table 4.1). Each program within FTOA has dedicated Coaches, Assistant Coaches, and Volunteers that lead 

and teach the participants every step of the way. While they are doing so it is their duty to make sure that all of 

the participants are working to instill the nine core values of FTOA in themselves. Also the very first thing that 

participants learn when they enter the program is FTOA’s Code of Conduct; the rules they must follow and how 

they are expected to conduct themselves throughout the program. This aspect of FTOA is also representative of 

the fifth feature, Positive Social Norms. The third feature is Supportive Relationships. As mentioned earlier, the 

participants are always with a dedicated teacher or volunteer whose main goal is to get their participants to 

thrive within the program and learn those strong core values. FTOA also allows participants to be supported in 
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their school, through participation in the National School Program. The fourth feature is Opportunities to 

Belong. The only limitations that The First Tee of Aiken presents is they have a certain age bracket, but I 

believe that allowing ages five to eighteen is still a very inclusive bracket. Other than having to be of a certain 

age, The First Tee of Aiken does not turn anyone away. Even if you do not have the ability to pay FTOA will 

find a way for you to participate in the program. New to 2015, FTOA has added an Adaptive Junior Golf Clinic 

that will allow those with physical and mental handicaps to be able to be involved and participate the same as 

those without disabilities. Two features, Support for Efficacy and Mattering and Opportunities for Skill 

Building are the primary strengths of The First Tee of Aiken. The First Tee of Aiken wants all their participants 

to be able to learn the new skill of golf while also growing as a person developing the nine core values. FTOA 

wants all of its participants to be able to transfer what they learned in their programs into their daily lives, and 

the impact report continues to show that FTOA is very successful in doing so.   

Though The First Tee of Aiken is very successful, every program does have some limitations or 

weaknesses. The only limitation that I noticed ties into the last feature, Integration of Family, School, and 

Community Efforts. The First Tee of Aiken is very involved in schools in Aiken County, but their National 

School Program is only in Elementary Schools. Programs available through FTOA are for participants up to age 

18. Also they do not have any information that would show a strong family involvement. From what I have read 

I did not learn of any ways that the parents get to be actively involved with FTOA. They do have a Parents 

Guidebook that is available which outlines how they encourage parents to continue discussing FTOA’s nine 

core values with their children at home, but that was all.  

Recommendations 

I believe that The First Tee of Aiken is doing a wonderful job promoting a positive youth development 

program for Aiken County South Carolina. To continue to grow their program and become even more 

successful in Aiken I believe that they should extend their National School Program to beyond Elementary 

Schools. PE is still a mandatory class in middle school, and The Golf and Life Skills Experience would be great 

to implement with the middle School age group as well. I believe getting it into the high Schools would be a 
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wonderful asset to the community and the students, as many of the skills developed are great for preparing the 

high school age for the “real world” and college.  

 Another recommendation that I would give FTOA is to extend their relationship with the adults in their 

participant’s lives. They should create some sort of element that would allow the participants parent, guardian, 

or adult role model to occasionally actively participate in what the children participate in weekly. FTOA states 

in their parent guide that they encourage parents to continue the conversations about the nine core values at 

home. I believe if the parents could actively see those nine core values taught and come alive, it would create a 

gateway for those conversations at home.  
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