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JOE HERMITT, The Patriot-News

Penn State and Ohio State players meet at midfield to shake hands after the coin toss at Ohio 
Stadium. Fans of the Buckeyes and Nittany Lions attending Saturday’s Penn State victory at 
Ohio State found sympathy for one another and tailgated together in peace.  

‘Football is Penn State’
For people around the world, the university 

and its team go hand in hand

B
ig College Football. They call 
it that for a reason. 

The money is colossal, and 
it’s not just revenue from tick-
ets and TV contracts. 

Penn State football lures tens of 
thousands of new students each year, 
and deep-pocketed alumni ensure 
donations keep rolling in. 

This economic engine rivals profit 
margins of major U.S. corporations 
— generating $72.7 million in gross 
revenue and $53.2 million in profit last 
year. 

It sells key chains, T-shirts, golf 
bags, jewelry, hot dogs and ice cream. 

On football Saturdays, State Col-
lege becomes the third-largest city in 
Pennsylvania, swelling from a popula-
tion of 42,000 to 250,000 overnight. 

Hotels and restaurants for miles 
around book months in advance. 

Locals avoid the roads, yielding to 
those bound for the game. More than 
100,000 will fill Beaver Stadium, along 
with another 100,000 or so who tail-
gate in the parking lot. 

The financial foothold testifies to an 
efficient program, but the mythical 
status runs deeper. 

Deeper than Joe Paterno’s 409 wins 
— the most ever in Division I college 
football — and 24 bowl victories. 

Deeper than the simple blue and 
white uniforms devoid of emblems 
or names (except, of course, the Nike 
swoosh), a nod to the bygone notion 
that the players on the field are, first 
and foremost, a team. 

Deeper than the audacity of Paterno, 
who in 2004 amid a dismal 4-7 season 
put his ranking superiors in place. 
Then-President Graham Spanier and 
then-Athletic Director Tim Curley 
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had gone to Paterno’s house to collect 
his resignation. “Not yet,” replied a 
legendary coach who is celebrated on 
campus by a three-credit class and a 
life-size bronze statue. College foot-
ball’s winningest coach would decide 
the right time. He sent them on their 
way. 

And deeper than the pathos and 
tears shed in the last two weeks as 
a child sex abuse scandal involving 
one of the program’s storied char-
acters, former defensive coach Jerry 
Sandusky, tarnished the once-sterling 
reputation of Penn State football. 

To understand the mythical quality 
bestowed on this program, consider 
the fable of the American abroad. 

Two summers ago, Penn State Uni-
versity professor of sports history 
Mark Dyreson, on a visiting fellow-
ship at a Japanese university, collected 
two of his boys at the Tokyo airport. 
The Dyresons always dress their four 
children in Penn State jerseys when 
they travel. It’s easier to keep track of 
them. 

“Walking across the airport, five 
people stopped us to say, ‘We are 
Penn State,’ ” Dyreson said. “Penn 
Staters are all over the world. They 
are so proud of their university and 
see these kids in Penn State jerseys. 
That is the identity of Penn State, for 
better or worse.” 

In a country whose nascent col-
legiate football program draws few 
spectators to remote fields, Keio Uni-
versity had selected its two American 
fellows carefully: A constitutional 
scholar who could espouse on Ameri-
can jurisprudence, and Dyreson, who 
could talk not just sports, but the 
American sport: Penn State football. 

“Everyone in Japan knows who 
Joe Paterno is,” Dyreson said. “This 
crotchety old coach — we talked 
about how powerful Paterno is in this 
town, in the university, in the state. 
He’s arguably the most powerful per-
son on campus.” 

Paterno’s reign came to an abrupt 
and stunning end last week, ousted 
along with Spanier amid the firestorm 

of the allegations and ongoing investi-
gation. 

Expect to talk football

A nation riveted by the scope and 
implications of such a gruesome 
blemish has spent the last two weeks 
invoking the football program and 
making the nuanced suggestion that 
no matter how grave the scandal, the 
storied run, the legacy of the program 
would endure. 

To appreciate what football means 
to this onetime cow college, outsid-
ers have to peel through the layers of 
visceral experiences. 

“When you walk back into that 
stadium, it’s as if you never left,” 
said Kim Strong, a 1985 alumna who 
never missed a home game and, in her 
freshman year, a leg bound in a cast, 
hobbled nearly three miles to Beaver 
Stadium for a game. 

“It’s a feeling of pride. A feeling of 
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something that’s indicative of your 
school that you are all together, all 
one,” said Strong, a former adviser to 
the Daily Collegian and director of ad-
vertising and client solutions for The 
Patriot-News. 

Football reigns unrivaled for the 
first half of the academic year. 

“In the fall semester, everyone is just 
all hyped up about football season,” 
said John Malowany, a freshman from 
Rockland, N.Y., majoring in energy 
business finance. “And then when it’s 
over, it dies down. It’s kind of amaz-
ing how it changes from everyone be-

ing pumped up for Saturdays to, ‘Now 
what are we going to do?’ ” 

Betrayal of the blue-and-white is 
unheard of. 

“If you say something bad or see 
something pop up in the news, every-
one stops and turns,” said Andrew 
Tucker, a sophomore and biology 
major from Red Hill. “It’s almost like 
writing a new DNA, you have to turn 
and listen to it.” 

Even students who could care less 
about the game fall into the hypnotic 
experience. 

“There are a lot of people who don’t 

JOHN C. WHITEHEAD, The Patriot-News, 2011

The Nittany Lion gets the crowd warmed up before Penn State’s 
loss against Alabama this year. “When you walk back into that 
stadium, it’s as if you never left,” said Kim Strong, a 1985 Penn 
State alumna. “It’s a feeling of pride.”
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love it, but at a school this size that is 
so well known for football, it is large-
ly, not frowned upon, but looked at 
funny for not being more interested in 
football,” said Angelica Ross, a senior 
from Pittsburgh. 

Anyone who has ever worked in an 
office with more than one Penn State 
alumnus — anyone who attended say 
Maryland, Syracuse or Iowa universi-
ties — knows the near obsessive hype 
graduates bestow on their football 
program. 

Outsiders often mistake the hype 
as silly, even cultlike. But for people 
in the inner circle — regardless of 
whether they 
attended — the 
Penn State football 
program engen-
ders epic emo-
tions. 

“There’s a feel-
ing of — this is 
my tribe; we move 
together,” Strong 
said. “You’re 
watching a football game with people 
who are corporate lawyers, hugely 
successful entrepreneurs, and you are 
just Joe Schmoe, but you are all one 
and all cheering for the same thing.” 

Football has even hijacked the ad-
missions process. 

“If you are from the outside looking 
in, people aren’t going to say you go to 
Penn State for the education,” Tucker 
said. “They are going to say you go 
to Penn State for the football. It does 
really put a social gradient in it. If you 
go to a school like Mansfield or Kutz-
town, people won’t talk to you about 
football, but instead ask you what you 
go for. If you say you go to Penn State 
main campus, you are pretty much 
expected to know the football and talk 
about the football.” 

Football takes a backseat to nothing 
on campus. 

“Sports in general do,” Ross said. 
“There are so many celebrations that 
happen after a win or after a loss on 
campus because of sports. You don’t 
pour out into the streets and say, ‘Hey, 

I got an A on this paper.’ It’s just the 
culture of Penn State.” 

Part of an identity

Blame location — a rural outpost 
designated in 1855 by its founding 
fathers — for catapulting Penn State 
football to mythical levels. 

“When you’re driving in to State 
College from Interstate 80 on 99 as 
you come around one bend, you see 
Beaver Stadium. It’s a visual that is 
like, ‘Wow. That is Happy Valley,’ ” 
said Mark Brennan, 1987 graduate 
and now editor of FightOnState.com, 
which devotes about 90 percent of its 

coverage to the 
football program 
and football re-
cruiting. 

“It’s like seeing 
a giant monument 
in the middle of 
an otherwise rural 
scene. There’s 
mountains and 
stuff so you don’t 

see it 20 miles away, but as you weave 
your way through and come into 
town, I would say three or four miles 
away it pops out and you say, ‘Oh my 
gosh. Look at the size of that!’ ” 

Temple and Pittsburgh have football 
teams, but in the midst of bustling, 
urban centers filled with people of all 
ages, their campuses lend a different 
experience. 

Penn State is populated primarily 
by college students — and no matter 
where you go, you are surrounded by 
college students. 

“It’s very isolating. That feeling of 
being together is a very empowering 
and exciting feeling, and when you go 
back even when your 47 years old, you 
still feel that,” Strong said. “There’s an 
energy and excitement because there 
isn’t a pro football team next door and 
there isn’t a river walk or casino down 
the street. This is it. There’s Peachy 
Paterno at the Creamery and things 
built around Penn State football that 
make you feel more entrenched with 
that.” 

“There are so many celebrations that 
happen after a win or after a loss on 
campus because of sports. You don’t 

pour out into the streets and say, ‘Hey, 
I got an A on this paper.’ It’s just the 

culture of Penn State.” 
ANgElICA ROss, Penn State senior from Pittsburgh
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The Philadelphia Eagles and Pitts-
burgh Steelers have a foothold; Penn 
State football has an advantage. 

America has regionalized sports. 
New York Giants fans are primarily 
going to be drawn from across New 
York. 

It’s different with powerhouses like 
Penn State. 

“With a college program, every year, 
you are getting thousands of new fans 
coming into your town, your stadium 
that will for the rest of their lives have 
a connection with your program. Es-
pecially a football program like Penn 
State’s,” said Brian Nelson, vice presi-
dent of the 16W Marketing, a Ruth-
erford, N.J., firm 
that represents big 
names like Howie 
Long, Cal Ripken 
and Phil Simms. 

“When you think 
of Penn State, you 
immediately think 
of those fans who 
are so attached 
to that program 
because they spent time at the univer-
sity or spent time going to the games. 
They are going to be fans all their 
lives through thick and thin.” 

Penn State football is boosted by 
the largest alumni association in the 
world, its tentacles reaching into the 
circles of elite and renowned institu-
tions. 

“Heck, we have subscribers in the 
military,” Brennan said. “We have 
subscribers in submarines.” 

Penn State football picked up the 
baton from Ivy League schools that, in 
the latter half of the last century, had 
made college football the emblem of 
college community and status. 

Major League Baseball was king 
then, but only a select few cities had 
teams. 

Penn State was poised to rule the 
mid-Atlantic region, luring the faith-
ful from areas that had no flagship 
teams. 

“For so many people in the state 
of Pennsylvania who never went to 

Penn State, they care about Penn State 
because of its football program. They 
feel connected to it. It’s part of their 
identity to the state,” Dyreson said. 

TV promotes the legend

The rise did not happen in a vac-
uum. Over the last 25 years, TV has 
endeared the Nittany Lions to new 
generations of fans. 

“If you look back at the attention 
Division I got in 1975 it was vastly 
different than now largely because 
of the money, the TV contracts,” said 
Terry Hartle, senior vice president of 
the American Council on Education. 
“Money drives a lot of things at col-

leges and uni-
versities and has 
certainly driven 
the vast expansion 
of intercollegiate 
football and bas-
ketball.” 

Football reigns 
at Ohio State, 
the University of 
Michigan and the 

University of Nebraska to name a few. 
But Penn State football is different. 

“The difference is Penn State had 
such an extraordinary reputation for 
running a first-class program that pro-
duced a championship-caliber team as 
well as having a high graduation rate,” 
Hartle said. 

John Skorupan, a former Penn State 
linebacker who played between 1970 
and 1972, said cable television se-
cured his alma mater into the national 
sports consciousness. 

“It wasn’t near as big. I played in 
front of 60,000 people,” said Skoru-
pan, a business administrator for an 
engineering firm and supervisor for 
Cranberry Twp. just outside Pitts-
burgh. 

“If you look at sports in general, 
with ESPN, with 24/7 coverage and 
all these stations out there covering 
sports, football, golf, rugby — it’s en-
tertainment. It’s not just football. It’s 
not just Penn State. In general, athlet-
ics has become so big because of TV.” 

“For so many people in the state  
of Pennsylvania who never went  

to Penn State, they care about  
Penn State because of its football 

program. They feel connected to it.  
It’s part of their identity to the state.”

MARk DyREsON, Penn State University professor of sports history
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ESPN debuted in 1979. Just as the 
network became indispensable to 
sports fans, Penn State football 
reached its pinnacle, winning national 
championships in 1982 and 1986. 

TV was the perfect medium to 
propel an already legendary coach to 
deity status. 

“You’ve seen it happen in certain 
places where there’s a beatification of 
a college football coach based on his 
accomplishments and longevity, but 
probably nowhere to the extent that’s 
happened at Penn State,” said Michael 
Smith, who covers college sports for 
SportsBusiness Journal. “Paterno’s in-
fluence is not just as a football coach 
but really the face of the university.” 

Paterno commanded a generous sal-
ary, bolstered from the belief among 
administrators that he and Penn State 
football generate hundreds of millions 
of dollars on and off the field. 

His dominion was not without pec-
cadilloes. 

Penn State football players have 
been known to step outside the law. 

LaVon Chisley, a defensive end 
booted off the team in 2005, is serving 
a life sentence for murder. 

In March, Sports Illustrated pub-
lished a report detailing which 
schools in its Top 25 rankings had 
the most arrests. Penn State tied for 
fourth — with 16 players on the 2010 
opening day roster who had been 
charged with a crime. 

The pedestal roost remained firm. 
The players might have been behav-

ing badly, but the program did things 
by the book. 

Penn State is among four universi-
ties not to have ever been cited by the 
NCAA for major infractions. 

“It means a little more when you 
have that reputation on a college 
campus as opposed to professional 
sports,” Smith said. “That’s part of the 
romantic notion of college sports. You 
have the old-school reminiscence of 
amateur sports and doing it the right 
way. But we are constantly reminded 
it’s not always the case.” 

Now the NCAA is investigating the 
university. The NCAA has told Penn 
State it will examine how school of-
ficials handled the child sex abuse 
scandal, along with “Penn State’s exer-
cise of institutional control over its 
intercollegiate athletics programs.” 

CHRIs kNIgHT, The Patriot-News

Students walk across campus at Penn State. Reminders of the football 
program, such as flavors of ice cream at the Creamery, are everywhere 
in State College.
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‘A loss of innocence’

For many, one simple truth will en-
dure. Once a Penn State football fan, 
always a Penn State football fan. 

“It was the best four years of my 
life,” Skorupan said. 

King football will continue to reign, 
at least on campus. 

“Football is Penn State,” said math 
major Alex Rives, a junior from Beth-
lehem. “It’s not supposed to be bigger 
than the university, but at times it 
becomes bigger.” 

A crisis such as this becomes part of 
the fabric of a university, Hartle said. 
It doesn’t go away, but eventually, 
after a rough period, the university 
weathers it. 

In the short term, the storm rages. 
Sports pundits and analysts across 
the country continue to suggest what 
has in Penn State history been an 
unthinkable: that the team forfeit the 
rest of the season and the champion-
ship bowls. 

Reaction from the inner circle has 
been swift and unequivocal. Penn 
State President Rodney Erickson has 
said that the team should indeed go to 
a bowl game. 

“The people playing now have noth-
ing to do with it,” Skorupan said. 

Whether the Penn State football 
stock commands the same clout in 
business circles remains to be seen. 

Corporate sponsors — especially 
new ones — might be hesitant to 
partner with the football team, par-
ticularly depending on the outcome of 
the investigation and any court trials, 
Nelson said. 

Penn State football fans like to 

believe they are better — morally — 
than other college football fans, Dyre-
son said. 

At the heart of that conviction is the 
belief that what set Paterno and the 
team apart was that it felt like a close-
knit family. 

That analogy strikes at the heart of 
the very thing that could tear the fam-
ily apart. 

“Where does child sex abuse regu-
larly occur? In families,” Dyreson 
said. “It’s not the stranger in the 
trench coat. It’s our favorite uncle. It’s 
our grandfather. To turn in a beloved 
member of your family, to expose the 
dark underside of your family to the 
public, we know it’s easy to be on the 
outside looking in.” 

Penn State football will forever be 
a character in a storybook turned 
dark legend, a protagonist — even if 
unwittingly — in a scandal poised to 
rank as the worst scandal in the his-
tory of athletics. Its core transcends 
tattoos and cheating. Even, up until 
now, the darkest scandal in Ameri-
can sports history: the 1919 Black Sox 
scandal. 

“It was a scandal that touched 
Americans because in the years after 
World War I, there was a perception 
of a loss of innocence,” Dyreson said. 
“But even that scandal was about 
grown men and gambling. This one 
gives a whole new meaning to, ‘Say it 
isn’t so, Joe.’ Talk about a loss of in-
nocence.” 

Correspondent Alexander Angert, sports editor 
at The Daily Collegian at Penn State University, 
contributed to this report.


