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Sedona, Arizona is a scenic vacation re-

sort town in Northern Arizona. Full time 
residents number around 11,500. In Janu-
ary, 2010, the Sedona Bridge Center con-
ducted a membership drive which has re-
sulted in over 60 students joining ACBL in 
2009. These students are still actively tak-
ing weekly lessons after a year. 
Marsha Helton, club manager and presi-

dent of the Sedona Bridge Center has just 
been named the 2010 ACBL Goodwill 
Member of the Year in part for leading this 
effort. Here is Marsha’s story in her words. 
 

O ur journey began two years ago 
when nine members of our bridge 
club took a one week Mexican 

Riviera cruise with famous bridge teacher 
Audrey Grant. We had a great time and 
became fond of the Audrey Grant method 
of teaching bridge. 
Our club membership had been declining 

at an alarming rate, and we knew that we 
needed to do something different to attract 
and retain new members for our club. Al-
though we offered intermediate bridge 
classes (through Peter Wahl), we had not 
had a significant boost in new members for 
at least six years. It was then that we de-
cided to have a Bridge Festival and came 
up with a theme: “We Wanna Hold Your 
Hand” (from the Beatles). 
We formed a committee of volunteers 

from our club to participate on the new 
membership drive. We met and developed 
a strategy for our recruitment drive. 
The basis of our membership drive was an 

article on the ACBL website, “Attracting 
New Players and Potential Students” writ-
ten by the Detroit bridge workshops. This 
article detailed a Bridge Festival held in 
Detroit that attracted 230 non-duplicate 
members for a full day session. We devel-
oped flyers with the “We Wanna Hold 
Your Hand” logo which we gave to local 
club members who then distributed to 
friends, churches, grocery stores and just 
about any media we could think of. We 

also ran ads in our local newspapers and 
were grateful to receive funding from the 
ACBL Cooperative Advertising Program. 
We asked people to register for the Bridge 
Festival (which was free of charge includ-
ing a pot luck luncheon provided by club 
members). We called every attendee prior 
to the festival explaining our program and 
answering their questions. 
“Upon reviewing the Detroit bridge work-

shop, we felt that we would have a greater 
chance of retaining the attendees of the 
festival if we offered bridge lessons imme-
diately following the festival. We set up a 
plan to start weekly lessons on Tuesday 
afternoon and/or Saturday morning. With 
the poor economic conditions, we also de-
cided to offer two months of lessons free of 
charge. After two months, our lessons 
would cost only $6.00 (our normal club 
fee) as our committee decided to work free 
of charge.“Peter Wahl, our prior teacher, 
had made a decision to move to Ohio, and 
we needed a teacher. I volunteered for the 
assignment in addition to a very faithful 
staff of assistants, Mimi Esser, Patricia 
Dodd, Marcia Stearns, and of course, my 
husband Darryl Helton. 
“Not having any teaching credentials or 

material, I was surfing the web and looked 
at the Audrey Grant website and saw that 

Audrey and the Better Bridge staff was 
conducting a Teacher Accreditation Pro-
gram in Palm Springs (December, 2008). I 
attended and was impressed with the or-
ganization and materials that had been pre-
pared for the bridge teacher through the 
Audrey Grant system. I had been con-
cerned that the Audrey Grant methods did 
not advance a student to the 2-Over-1 level 
of education and was happy to learn that 
Audrey had a 2-Over-1 book being pub-
lished with Eric Rodwell. 
“The Audrey Grant/Better Bridge system 

is perfect for a new teacher and for new 
students. The material is easy to understand 
and text book questions and resource mate-
rials are well planned. Several times, I de-
cided to deviate from the text books, and/or 
manuals and most often, I found that if I 
had followed the script, I would have been 
better off. I want to express my thanks to 
Robb Gordon, who was always available to 
answer my questions and served as a tech-
nical resource to me. 
“We launched our program last February 7 

with our Bridge Festival. We started with 
over 120 participants. Some had previously 
played social bridge, quite a few had 
played in college (“too many years ago to 
count”) and at least half were raw begin-
ners. We lost a few and gained a few new 

ones along the way. In fact, we continue to 
get referrals or visitors to Sedona who visit 
our classes and decide to join our program. 
“I originally thought we could teach the 

game of bridge in six months. Well, it has 
been a year and we are still having four 
sessions a weeks (two lessons, one practice 
playing session and one extra lesson for 
beginners). We never understood how dif-
ficult this game is to teach and learn. We 
continue to concentrate on the basics. We 
have found that the students enjoy the 
classes as much as playing. 
“As a tribute to our students, they have all 

worked very hard. Most of them have been 
coming to our sessions once or twice a 
week for over a year. We must also men-
tion our regular club members who have 
been so very supportive of this program, 
volunteering their time to help with the 
classes and playing with our newcomers. 
Whenever we needed help, all we had to do 
was ask and a Sedona bridge club member 
or director was there to help teach or men-
tor our new players. 
“When we started our program, one of the 

benefits that we stated was that our new 
members would be introduced to a lot of 
new people. Our newcomers have found 
this to be true. Many have stated that they 
never anticipated the friendships that they 
have found by being introduced to the 
game of bridge. 
“Our program has exceeded our wildest 

dreams. We feel the following items have 
been critical to our success: 
Commitment – Early in the program, a 

student asked how long I would offer 
classes. I responded “as long as you keep 
coming, I’ll be here.” We have graduated 
from two sessions a week to four sessions a 
week. When you add in the time to prepare 
for the lessons and or playing sessions, the 
invested time is immense. Keeping the fees 
for our newcomers at a nominal rate was 
also very significant. I doubt any of our 
students would have continued for over a 
year paying normal fees for bridge lessons.  
Personal Attention – We made it a priority 

to learn the names of our students and to 

(See Helton on page 10) 

We Wanna Hold Your Hand! 

Hold Your Hand volunteers Mimi Esser, Marsha Helton, Darryl Helton, Marcia Stearns & Patricia Dodd 


