
Maryville Academy, in Des Plaines, 
Ill., has existed as an outlet to help 
rebuild lives of underprivileged children 
since 1883. Yet, it wasn’t until 1994 
that the Maryville Golf Academy was 
implemented. With the help of program 
director Juan Espejo, it has thrived in the 
Chicago suburbs.

Espejo led partnership efforts with 
the Illinois PGA Section to help expand 
the program, which aims to introduce 
children and adolescents from troubled 

families – many of whom are deemed 
wards of the state – to a game that they 
may never have had the chance to play.

“We teach skills so kids can be 
productive members of society,” 
Espejo said. 

Partnering with Chicago Public 
Schools, the program has increased to 
reach about 800 kids per year. Last year, 
Espejo received the inaugural Illinois 
PGA Distinguished Service Award for his 
work with the program.
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Q: How can golf have a 
positive impact on a person’s 
character?

A: How a person handles 
themselves is based on 
choices they make on the golf 
course. So, when you’re in 
trouble, your job is to get out 
of trouble on the golf course. 
But it’s the same parallel 
you’ve got in life. So, there’s a 
value system there, and what 
it does is (it) exposes people’s 
ability to do just that.

Q: You talk a lot about 
player development. 
What is the most 
important aspect you 
teach newcomers?

A: Everybody follows 
the bell curve. The key 
is that you’ve got to 
move the center forward, 
so that the whole bell 
curve shifts. You win if 
they get to the course. 
I don’t believe that golf 
is a driving range. I want 
them picking up a golf 
ball out of one hole; 
preferably three, six, nine 
or 18.

Q: What aspect of 
the game do the 
children you work with 

struggle with most?

A: The concentration level. 
They’re distracted; all that 
affects their mind, their spirit 
and their souls. But the game 
challenges you to bring 
your focus in. The game 
challenges (you) to give an 
effort, and then you get this 
beautiful golf shot as a result. 

Q: What is the best tip you 
can give an amateur golfer?

A: I look at the conditions 
that exist on a driving range. 
Put the bucket of balls 10 
yards behind your tee box 
on the range. And I want you 
to hit one ball at a time, and 
I want you to defi ne your 
target like your golf course 
that you play on. Constantly 
switch targets, fi nd out of 
bounds on the range and 
have some consequence for 
it; (like) keep score.
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