
Q. What is an athletic field manager?
A. Athletic field managers oversee the layout, repair and preparation of sports fields. Examples
include football, baseball, softball and soccer fields. The primary responsibility is the condition
and playability of the field but often includes facilities management, financial oversight and
non-sporting events such as fundraisers and entertainment. They often manage technicians and
crew leaders, as well as plan for future developments with owners or general managers. They
are frequently turf experts but are also knowledgeable about irrigation, pesticides, water quality,
equipment and drainage.

Q. Where do most athletic field managers work?
A. Athletic field managers may work at park districts, high schools, colleges or professional
venues.

Q. How do you get started in a career as an athletic field manager?

A. Many athletic field managers are sports fans, spending much of their time watching games
played on their field(s) in order to be available for unexpected events, such as rain. At some
point in their careers, they have worked on athletic fields, landscaping or other field maintenance
crews and learned the basic operation of the equipment and scheduling demands. Today’s
athletic field managers are often required to have completed college-level coursework to
understand environmental issues as well as business management. Most professionals have either
a two- or four-year degree in a plant- or vegetation-related field of study, frequently turf.

Q. What characteristics and skills does a successful athletic field manager need?
A. While playing sports isn’t required, it is often an advantage to understand how the conditions
affect play. Understanding the various facets of growing turf is essential, including irrigation,
pests and environmental issues. In addition, business skills are required to manage related
financial aspects. Given the increasingly technical nature of sophisticated equipment, athletic
field managers need to be computer-savvy. Since the athletic field manager works with so many
different people, from general managers to staff to coaches and players, communication skills are
also important.

Q. What are some of the benefits of working in this field?
A. Working outdoors is often what attracts many people to the industry. However, working
closely with a sport they love is frequently the main reason they work as athletic field managers.

Q. What is the employment outlook for an athletic field manager?
A. The career is limited to the athletic activity in any given community. However, having
experience working on athletic fields can instill knowledge and skills that can lead to
opportunities all the way up to the professional levels.

Q. What advice would you give to someone considering a career in this field?
A. If you would like to become an athletic field manager, work at an athletic field complex
for a period of time, whether it’s at a college or parks department. Also, work toward a degree
or certificate in turf or horticulture to gain an understanding of soils, pesticides, irrigation and
environmental stewardship.
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Athletic field maintenance work is done outdoors in all types of weather. The work can be
repetitive and physically demanding. Workers who use dangerous equipment such as lawn
mowers must wear protective eyewear and earplugs. Those who apply chemicals such as
pesticides or fertilizers must take precautions.

TTC horticulture student Christopher Williamson uses a soil probe to test the quality of
the soil on a baseball field.

The successful athletic field manager must be comfortable with science and technology, have
good math and interpersonal skills, and enjoy working outdoors in a hands-on profession.

sponsored by

Schooling
Trident Technical College offers an associate degree in Horticulture Technology and five
certificates: Athletic Field Maintenance, Edible Crops, Golf Course Maintenance, Horticultural
Sustainability, Landscape Design and Landscape Management. The 20-credit-hour Athletic
Field Maintenance program includes such courses as plant pests, turf management, pesticides
and a co-op work experience which can be completed over the course of three semesters.

Financial Aid
Grants, scholarships, loans and work/study programs are available for college students.
S.C. lottery-funded tuition assistance, which can pay more than 50 percent of tuition costs,
is available to TTC students. For most of this aid, high school students must submit a Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is available online at www.fafsa.gov. For
more information on federal financial aid programs or to apply online, visit the U.S. Department
of Education website at www.ed.gov.

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment in athletic field maintenance is
expected to grow 13 percent during the current decade.

ONLINE:
Professional Grounds Management Society, www.pgms.org
Professional Landcare Network, www.landcarenetwork.org
Council of Landscape Architectural Registration Boards, www.clarb.org
Sports Field Management Magazine, www.sportsfieldmanagementmagazine.com

The United States has some 50 million acres of
managed turf grasses, including residential lawns,
cemeteries, golf courses and parks, meaning there
are any number of opportunities to make a living in
the turf grass industry. One of the most wide-ranging
sectors is athletic field management.
From the Atlantic to the Pacific, every large city

and every small town has a sports field of some sort,
whether it’s a youth soccer complex, the local high
school football stadium or a professional ballpark
– and the grounds and fields don’t take care of
themselves.
Someone is needed to keep the turf in top

condition, mark boundaries and paint team logos
and names before events. They must mow, water,
fertilize and aerate the fields regularly and make sure
the underlying soil has the correct composition for
proper drainage and to support the grass above. Even
venues with artificial turf require someone to vacuum
and disinfect the turf and replace the cushioning
periodically.
“In the United States, the turf grass industry is

a multibillion-dollar business, and it is the fastest-
growing segment of the horticulture industry,”
says Mack Fleming, Trident Technical College
horticulture instructor.
Everyone can appreciate a beautiful lawn or a nice,

green football field, but Fleming says turf has a more
intrinsic value in that it is used to a great extent to
keep the soil in place to prevent erosion. “Grass has
an extensive root system that ties up the soil and
keeps the rain from washing it away and the wind
from blowing it away,” he says. “Grass constitutes
the biggest ground cover we have, even more so than
forestry.”
The type of grass a turf manager is dealing with

depends on the area of country he or she is in. “In
the Southeast, we are not fortunate enough to just
have one grass year-round,” Fleming says. “We
can grow a Bermuda grass in spring/summer/early
fall and then we over-seed that with a cool season
grass. Converting back and forth between the two
can pose a challenge, though. The bottom line is that
we are looking for green grass. It doesn’t matter if
it is December or January or February, we still want
green grass.”
Managing an athletic field involves more than just

throwing out some seed a couple of times a year and
mowing the grass, however. “You have to know a
lot of different things from a technical standpoint,”
Fleming says. “Soil modification may come into
play. You might have to improve drainage or change
the soil chemistry. You have to be well-versed in
how to take a soil sample, where to take it, when to
take it and what to do with the results.”
Now that the football season is drawing to a close,

many fields are looking pretty poor this time of year,
Fleming notes. “Part of an athletic field manager’s
job is to keep that field from becoming unattractive
and unplayable,” he says. “The No. 1 thing, though,
is a major effort to protect players from a health and

injury standpoint. If a runner slips and messes up a
knee or breaks a leg, this could very well be due to a
failure of the turf.”
Another important part of turf management is

fertilization. You want to fertilize enough to get
a nice, lush grass, but not so much as to harm the
environment. The same is true for pesticides and
weed killers. “At one point, horticulture professionals
probably had a reputation for overusing pesticides,
but I don’t think that is the case now,” Fleming says.
“The green industry has had a big part in making that
change, as well as the fact that the cost of chemicals
makes it senseless to use more than you need.”
Something as simple as mowing can be

intimidating for a turf manager. “Mowers these days
are so sophisticated and so exact, you may have to
calculate the desired grass height down to 1/8 inch,”
Fleming says. “You have to be able to run the mower
and know how to determine the proper height, which
has a lot to do with the time of year the grass is being
mowed.”
This career path is well-suited to someone who has

an interest in chemistry, enjoys working outdoors
in a hands-on job and is detail-oriented. “There is
a tremendous amount of detail involved,” he notes.
“There are not too many things you can overlook
and not too many things you can delay. If you are
supposed to over-seed something the third week in
September, then it needs to be done the third week
in September. You can’t wait until the third week in
November because the environment and climate will
have changed.”
Trident Technical College offers a two-year

associate degree in Horticulture Technology which
would certainly qualify the graduate for a career
managing an athletic field. Also, a student can earn
a certificate in Athletic Field Maintenance in three
semesters. Courses include plant pests (how to
recognize the pests and how to control or exterminate
them), turf management (how to grow grass and
what you need to watch for), soils, pesticides and
commercial irrigation. Also a part of the certificate
program is a co-op work experience during the
summer semester. “During this period, a student is
assigned to work at some turf area of their interest,
most probably a golf course,” Fleming says. “If you
can handle a golf course, which is the most intensive,
you can handle any other turf management as the
same principles are involved.”
After completing their course work, students can

sit for a statewide exam in order to be certified in the
purchase and use of restricted-use chemicals.
Fleming says the job outlook is good in the turf

industry, especially in athletic field management.
Landscape maintenance may have taken a beating
during the recession, but sports are always with us.
“Think of every high school,” Fleming says. “It

has a football field, a soccer field, a baseball field.
Someone at each one of those schools needs to be
trained to grow and manage turf. We always need
good, functional, attractive places to play sports.”
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Occupation Wages by Area*

Landscaping and Grounds Keeping Workers

First Line Supervisor of Landscaping,
Lawn Service, and Groundskeeping Workers

*Source/Note: Wage data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and SC Department of Employment and Workforce. Wage levels
vary by skill level, tenure, and geographical areas. For more occupational information, contact Gary Crossley of LovetoWork.org,
LLC at lovetoworkorg@yahoo.com or 843/452-4121.

U.S. $17,600-$38,200+

S.C. $16,500-$30,600+

CH $17,300-$29,800+

U.S. $26,700-$70,400+

S.C. $26,200-$67,400+

CH $27,900-$60,000+
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