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NCAA wrestling youth movement

Cael Sanderson talks championships ahead of national weekend

By AJ Piazza
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Penn State has a big week com-
ing up. The squad has the NCAA
Championships in Cleveland at
Rocket Arena this weekend and
the program has seven No. 1
seeds in the tournament.

Ahead of the postseason wres-
tling finale, Cael Sanderson spoke
to the media on Monday following
the Big Ten Championships.

Here’s what he had to say.

NCAA Championships

Penn State enters the NCAA
Championships with high ex-
pectations. The team enters the
tournament with seven favorites
and all wrestlers inside the top-15
rankings. Penn State had only two
national champions in Mitchell
Mesenbrink and Carter Starocci
a year ago, but the Nittany Lions
are expected to have more than
that this time around.

“I don’t really think about it too
much. I know what each individ-
ual’s goals are and we are trying
to help them be the best they can
be in the big moments,” Sander-
son said. “These guys work hard.
They think about this tourna-
ment, probably dream about it as
a kid and it’s a great opportunity
for them.”

Penn State seems to peak at
the right time. The Nittany Lions
have won the last four national
championships and the wrestlers
continue to find ways to get it
done in the biggest stages.

“It gives us a lot of confidence.
We obviously track everything
and we know what we did every
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Caleb Craig/Collegian

At 133 pounds, Marcus Blaze wrestles Ben Davino, losing by decision in TB2 2-2 during the Championship
Bout at the Big Ten Wrestling Championship on Sunday, March 8, 2026, in University Park, Pa.

practice for the last 15 years. We
reflect back and learn. A lot of
times you learn by accident and
by mistake,” Sanderson said.
“The way college wrestlers train
has kind of changed over the last
15 years. I think for us, peaking, is
about enthusiasm.”

Youth at top of weight

classes

The top of certain weight class-
es are led by freshmen and soph-
omores. At 133 pounds, the top-5
wrestlers are all freshmen. At 157,
five of the top-seven wrestlers
are freshmen and sophomores.
At 184, the top four wrestlers are
freshmen and sophomore.

Sanderson spoke on the trend
of highly touted wrestlers figur-
ing it out early in their collegiate
wrestling careers.

“Kids are ready to go now.
They’re wrestling and training
in (regional training centers).
There’s so many opportunities —
coaching, continuing to improve
technique. Opportunities are
continuing to increase and I think
you’ll continue to see freshmen
(succeed),” Sanderson said.

Penn State has one of the top
ranked wrestlers at 133 in Marcus
Blaze, who’s the No. 3 seed, PJ
Duke at 157, who’s going into the
NCAA Championships as the No.
1 seed, and Rocco Welsh, who’s
at the top of 184 pounds. Those

“We’re excited for
our guys and this
opportunity they
have in front of
them, and it’s fun
to kind of see what
they do with those
opportunities.”

Cael Sanderson

weight classes are full of other
young talent throughout each
class, including Jax Forrest of
Oklahoma State, Kaleb Larkin of
Arizona State and Max McEnelly

of Minnesota.

“We’re excited for our guys
and this opportunity they have in
front of them, and it’s fun to kind
of see what they do with those op-
portunities,” Sanderson said.

Marcus Blaze

Marcus Blaze didn’t get the re-
sult he looked for in the Big Ten
Championships. The freshman
took his first loss of the season to
Ohio State’s Ben Davino. Blaze
is listed as the No. 3 seed for the
NCAA Championships and could
bounce back from his only loss of
the season.

“I think Marcus will only be that
much hungrier and more willing
to go take care of things in regula-
tion with all his matches because
he’s a competitor. He’s as com-
petitive as anyone I've coached,”
Sanderson said. “We’ve obviously
coached a lot of competitive kids.
I think he’s gonna get after it.”

The Perrysburg, Ohio, na-
tive went undefeated during the
regular season and had been a
top-three wrestler in the class for
most of the season. He entered
the team as the No. 1 recruit in
the 2025 class according to FloW-
restling, and has made his mark
on the program.

“Obviously we’re extremely
excited and grateful for Marcus
Blaze at 133 as a freshman. Just
the character he has and his
drive and his competitiveness is
a boost for the whole program,”
Sanderson said.

To email reporter: ajp7192@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @Aj_piazza31

Time to pay taxes

Breaking down the term ‘Cael tax’

| s
Matt Cropp/Collegian

Head Coach Cael Sanderson stands during the Penn State wrestling dual

against Michigan in the Crisler Arena.

By Andrew Deal
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

It’s tax season.

For two Penn State wrestlers,
their “taxes” have already been
paid this season, but it wasn’t the
typical taxes. PJ Duke and Mar-
cus Blaze have both paid their
dues for the “Cael tax” leading up
to the NCAA Championships.

The term “Cael tax” has be-
come popular on the internet,
alluding to the idea that each of
Cael Sanderson’s wrestlers have
to metaphorically pay a tax — a
loss.

This comes because of Sand-
erson’s historic collegiate wres-
tling career, where he didn’t lose
a single match in his four years
as a starter at Iowa State. Now,
Sanderson leads one of the most
historic dynasties in all of sports,
which is entering uncharted ter-
ritory, but one thing that hasn’t
come yet is an undefeated, four-
time champion.

Each of the wrestlers under

Sanderson at Penn State have
lost at least one match, with a few
only having that single number in
the loss column. But, it’s contin-
ued to remain true through this
season with each of the wrestlers
having to “pay their tax.”

Blaze and Duke were some of
the highest regarded high school
prospects in recent years, being
ranked the No. 1 and No. 2 wres-
tlers, respectively in the 2025
class, per FloWrestling, and were
poised to escape the Cael tax in
their first season.

However, Duke fell to Nebras-
ka’s Antrell Taylor during the
dual season, before quickly get-
ting his redemption in the Big
Ten finals, dominating Taylor to
take the 157-pound belt.

Blaze avoided his first threat
of the tax, when he escaped with
a tiebreaker victory over Ohio
State’s Ben Davino. However,
Davino handed Blaze his tax in
the Big Ten finals at 133 pounds,
when he defeated the Nittany
Lion in sudden victory. There’s a

chance at immediate redemption
in the NCAA Championships if
both Blaze and Davino make it to
the semifinals.

Sanderson has coached two
four-time champions in Carter
Starocci and Aaron Brooks, with
Starocci winning an illustrious
fifth title. But neither wrestler
went undefeated. Starocci fin-
ished with a 104-4 record, while
Brooks ended his career with
an 89-3 record, both some of the
smallest number of loss totals in
a blue and white singlet.

All of the starters have paid
the Cael tax, with the most “ex-
pensive” being Mitchell Mesen-
brink’s loss. Mesenbrink fell in
the finals of the NCAA Champi-
onships against Iowa State’s Da-
vid Carr in 2024. The only loss of
Mesenbrink’s redshirt freshman
season is still the only loss of his
career to this date.

Levi Haines has been a unique
wrestler under Sanderson. While
Haines has not redshirted at all,
and has wrestled four straight
years in the starting lineup, he
still couldn’t avoid paying his tax,
netting an early loss in his career.

In his second match at Penn
State, Haines fell to Northern
Colorado’s Vincent Zerban, 8-6,
in the Bearcat Open at Bingham-
ton. The Arendtsville, Pennsylva-
nia, native has gone 94-4 thus far
and has a chance to get to 99 wins
in his career if he wins his second
title this weekend.

No matter the talent when en-
tering the Penn State wrestling
room. No matter the amount of
development each wrestler gar-
ners. No matter the historic ac-
colades earned, no wrestler has
evaded the infamous tax cour-
tesy of Sanderson.

To email reporter: asd5765@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @AndrewDeal22

By Andrew Deal
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Following seven Penn Stater
wrestlers winning Big Ten titles,
the NCAA seeds have been re-
leased for the national tourna-
ment beginning on March 19.

The Nittany Lions will have
seven wrestlers at No. 1 seeds.

Luke Lilledahl, Shayne Van
Ness, PJ Duke, Mitchell Mesen-
brink, Levi Haines, Rocco Welsh
and Josh Barr all earned top
spots in their respective weight
classes. All seven of those wres-
tlers became 2026 Big Ten Cham-
pions.

At 133 pounds, Marcus Blaze
earned the No. 3 seed after finish-
ing second at the Big Ten Cham-
pionships. Blaze sits behind Okla-
homa State’s Jax Forrest and

Ohio State’s Ben Davino in the
welght class. If both wrestlers
win out, it'll be a rubber match
between Davino and Blaze in the
semifinals.

At 141 pounds, Braeden Davis
sits at the No. 14 seed. Davis fin-
ished seventh at the Big Tens and
will face Utah Valley’s Haiden
Drury in the opening round.

Cole Mirasola at heavyweight
is the No. 9 seed. Mirasola ended
the Big Ten Championships with
a fifth-place finish.

As a team, Penn State will at-
tempt to go for a fifth straight
national title beginning on Thurs-
day, March 19, in Cleveland at
Rocket Arena.

To email reporter: asd5765@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @AndrewDeal22

NCAA seedmgs

Caleb Craig/Collegian
Penn State Wrestling poses with
the Big Ten Championship Trophy
after winning the Big Ten Wrestling
Championship on Sunday, March 8,
2026, in University Park, Pa.

By AJ Piazza
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

The NCAA Championships
are coming up and Penn State
has another year of high expec-
tations. The Nittany Lions have
seven No. 1 seeds and are look-
ing to win their fifth straight na-
tional championship.

of Penn State’s previous perfor-
mances as the NCAA Champi-
onship is approaching.

NCAA Championships

Penn State has won four
straight national champion-
ships on three separate occa-
sions. The Nittany Lions have
won from 2022-25, 2016-19, and
2011-14. This season the squad
will look to win it all five times
in a row.

The most points Penn State
ever put up was with last sea-
son’s team, and that is the most
all time with 177 points. Last
season, Penn State had 10 All-
Americans, which was the sec-
ond team to ever do so. Minne-
sota did it first in 2001.

The biggest point differen-
tial was with the 2024 team.
Penn State put up 172.5 points
meanwhile the next highest
team was Cornell, who had
72.5 points in the tournament.
The Nittany Lions took home
the team title by 100 points,
which is the largest-point gap
in NCAA history.

Single-season national

champions

This season, Penn State will
look to break the record that
they are tied with Iowa and
Oklahoma State for, and that’s
five national champions in one
season.

The Nittany Lions have had
this milestone happen twice.
The first time was in 2017, with
Zain Reatherford capping off
an undefeated season with a
tech fall victory in the national
championship at 149 pounds.
At 157, Jason Nolf also ended
undefeated, and won by major
decision in the finals.

At 165, Vincenzo Joseph took
home the national champion-
ship with a pin. At 174, Mark
Hall had a big upset as the No.
5 and won the national champi-
onship. At 184, it was a No. 1 vs
No. 2 matchup in Gabe Dean of
Cornell vs Bo Nickal. It was a
tight match, but Nickal got the
win by decision.

The other time the Nittany
Lions had five national champi-
ons was in 2022. Roman Bravo-
Young went undefeated and
beat Daton Fix of Oklahoma
State in the finals. Bravo-Young
wasn’t the only wrestler to go
undefeated, as now assistant
coach Nick Lee also went un-
defeated and defeated No. 15
Kizhan Clarke o

wf North Carolina in the fi-
nals, 10-3.

Carter Starocci took home
the title at 174 pounds in tie-

Here’s a look at some history §

History at NCAAs

) Kate Hildebrand/Collegian file photo
The Penn State wrestling team
celebrates after winning its 13th na-
tional title at the NCAA D1 Wrestling
Championships.

breakers against Mekhi Lewis
of Virginia Tech. At 184, Aaron
Brooks made his way to the
championship and won by deci-
sion, 5-3. To make it three in a row
for the Nittany Lions, Max Dean
took home the championship at
197 over Jacob Warner of Iowa in
a close match, 3-2.

Carter Starocci five-time

champ

Penn State had the first ever
five-time national champion end
his collegiate career last sea-
son, and that’s Carter Starocci.
Starocci won national champion-
ships at both 174 and 184 pounds
during his time in State Col-
lege. He took home four national
championships at 174 pounds and
his final national championship
was at 184.

The Erie, Pennsylvania, native
held a record of 119-4 during his
time with the Nittany Lions. For
his first national title, Starocci
avenged a loss against Michael
Kemerer of Iowa, who defeated
him in the Big Ten Championship.

His first undefeated season
was in 2021-22, and he capped
it off with a victory in tiebreak-
ers against Mekhi Lewis of Vir-
ginia Tech. Starocci continued
his reign in dominant fashion. In
2022-23 he defeated Mikey Lab-
riola of Nebraska with a pin early
in the match.

In 2023-24, Starocci faced cur-
rent Nittany Lion Rocco Welsh in
the final. The Ohio State transfer
couldn’t get anything going on the
attack, as Starocci controlled the
match and got the win 2-0.

To end his collegiate career,
Starocci bumped up a weight
class and took on the national
champion in Parker Keckeisen
of Northern Iowa. It was one of
the closer matches Starocci ever
wrestled in, but he came away
with the victory by decision, 4-3,
and became the first ever five-
time national champion.

To email reporter: ajp7192@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @Aj_piazza31
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NCAA Wrestlg

By Wrestling Staff
THE DALY COLLEGIAN

Time to bring home some
hardware.

Penn State will travel to
Cleveland for the NCAA
Championships at Rocket Arena
this week, with the action kicking
off on Thursday.

Lyle Alenstein: 5

Individual champions/

team title

Once again, the team title
will be a lock for Penn State, as
the Nittany Lions will win their
fifth national championship in a
row, doing so for the first time in
program history after winning
four consecutive titles on three
separate occasions.

As far as the winners for Penn
State, it'll be Marcus Blaze,
Shayne Van Ness, Mitchell
Mesenbrink, Levi Haines and
Josh Barr.

Van Ness, Mesenbrink, Haines
and Barr, in my eyes, should have
an easy time en route to standing
at the top of the podium, cruising
to a national title victory.

My final pick to win it all will be
Blaze, as he’ll recover from los-
ing in the Big Ten Championships
final and win it all on the
national stage.

He suffered a
defeat to Ohio State’s Ben
Davino, who he also beat in the
regular season, and very well
could see him in the national
bracket.

There’s the idea that Blaze
lost as part of the “Cael tax” in
reference to Cael Sanderson, but
I believe he’ll get over that hump
with a win at the national level in
his freshman year.

Luke Lilledahl and Rocco
Welsh would be next picks to win,
but will come up short in talented
fields.

Andrew Deal: 6 Individual

champions/team title

The team title looks to be a lock
for the Nittany Lions, as seven
of the wrestlers hold No. 1 spots.
Penn State has always performed
well, and it’s pretty safe to say
this team could be the best team
yet. For the winners, PJ Duke,
Lilledahl, Van Ness, Mesenbrink,
Haines and Barr all hold strong
chances, and from my perspec-
tive, will stand atop the podium
Saturday night.

Mesenbrink and Barr seem to
be borderline locks, as both have
bonused their way through the
entire season. This includes bo-
nus-point victories against highly
ranked wrestlers in Iowa’s Mikey
Caliendo and Little Rock’s Ste-
phen Little.

Lilledahl seems to be on anoth-
er level this season and has the
confidence, and now the experi-
ence to win the title, while Van
Ness has his best opportunity to
win it all, although the only thing
in his way is himself. On multiple

occasions, he’s gone down at
least by one takedown, but has
showcased enough gas to be able
to get back in these matches.

For Duke and Haines, they’ve
dealt with tough matchups
against Nebraska wrestlers, but
have come out victorious against
each of them. It could mean some
difficulties in the tournament, but
the persistence of the two will
prevail again.

AJ Piazza: 7 Individual

champions/team title

It looks like Penn State will
make it five years in a row of win-
ning the NCAA team title. The
team has never won five straight,
but it has won four in a row three
different times. Penn State has
seven No. 1 seeds as the cham-
pionships begin, and I have the
Nittany Lions coming home with
seven individual champions.

A few of these winners are
locks, which includes Mesen-
brink, Haines, and Barr. All three
of these wrestlers have domi-
nated their opponents and have

predictions

Caleb Craig/Collegian
At 165 pounds, Mitchell Mesenbrink poses for a photo after winning 12-3 by major decision during the Cham-
pionship Bout at the Big Ten Wrestling Championships

shown that they’re on a different
level compared to the rest of their
weight classes.

Lilledahl and Van Ness have
been on top of their weight class-
es for the entire season, but there
is some competition that made
me hesitant. Lilledahl and Shel-
don Seymour from Lehigh could
potentially match up again, but
Lilledahl seems ready for it. Van
Ness doesn’t have anyone else in
the way, but he’s gone down early
in a few matches recently, but
continues to comeback and show
why he’s the No. 1 wrestler at 149.

Duke seems to have peaked
at the right time. The freshman
dominated both Ohio State’s
Brandon Cannon and Nebraska’s
Antrell Taylor at the Big Ten
Championships — that was all
the convincing I needed to believe
the freshman would become a na-
tional champion in Year 1.

The toughest pick for me is
Blaze. The top-three wrestlers
at 133 include Blaze, Davino, and
Oklahoma State’s Jax Forrest.
Blaze and Forrest could be the
semifinal match, and if Blaze gets

by Forrest, I believe he will have
his revenge match against Da-
vino and take home the national
championship at 133.

Evan Smith: 6 Individual

champions/team title

I'm going to say a shocking
sentence. Penn State will win
the team national championship.
Surprising, I know, but I think this
is the year.

I've been going back and forth
on so many of these weight class-
es for the past week, but this feels
like a season Penn State can
break the five national champion-
ship marker.

For me, I have one of Blaze or
Duke securing a national title in
their freshman year. It’s essen-
tially a toss-up, but I'm leaning
towards Duke due to the stacked
nature of the 133-pound weight
class. Duke avenged his only loss
to Taylor earlier in the season,
and has looked miles ahead of his
opponents.

Lilledahl is entering this tour-
nament as confident as he’s ever
been, giving me confidence to
pick him in an interesting weight
class. Seymour, who he lost to
last year; is also undefeated while
defending national champion Vin-
cent Robinson from NC State is
all the way down at the 12th seed.

Van Ness and Barr simply have
no contenders around them that
scare me entering this weekend.
Barr, I expect to waltz his way to a
national title, while Van Ness I'm
slightly more tepid on after his
run at last year’s tournament.

At 165 pounds, Mesenbrink
wins easily. Haines is in the same
boat in his final weekend as a Nit-
tany Lion. At 184 pounds, I predict
Welsh to win what is arguably the
most loaded weight class. Al-
though his run to the Big Ten title
was uninspiring, his reaction to
it lends me belief he will peak in
Cleveland in a field of competitors
that he’s faced most of the best.

Lightning Luke’s

confidence

By Evan Smith
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

At last season’s NCAA Cham-
pionships, Luke Lilledahl was
upset in the quarterfinals by
Lehigh’s Sheldon Seymour, end-
ing his chance at a freshman na-
tional title.

Since that bout, Lilledahl’s only
loss came in an unofficial bout
against teammate Nate Des-
mond at the Black Knight Invita-
tional in November. He is the No.
1 seed in the 125-pound weight
class for the second straight year
entering the national champion-
ship, and he’s looking to right the
wrongs of his loss last season.

Seymour is also undefeated,
entering as the No. 4 seed on
Lilledahl’s side of the bracket.
In a chalk bracket, the semifinal
would see a rematch with him,
one of which Lilledahl is interest-
ed in competing in. When Lehigh
traveled to Rec Hall this year,
Seymour was out due to injury.

“I definitely wanted to get that
rematch at the dual, and didn’t
get it,” Lilledahl said. “So I'd be
more than happy to wrestle him,
and more than excited to wrestle
him.”

However, the sophomore isn’'t
focused on his one loss — he’s

focused on the ultimate goal in
taking home his first national
championship.

Lilledahl is entering the tour-

“We’re going to go
out there and enjoy
everything because
our significance in
life is not determined
by our wins and our
losses, right?”

Luke Lilledahl
125 pounds

nament well spoken with confi-
dence. A season recognized as
undefeated has him at the top of
his game physically and mentally.
In Lilledahl’s mind, he’s the top
dog at 125 pounds.

“At the end of the day, my goal
is to be a national champion,”
Lilledahl said. “Nobody in that
bracket is on my level, and if I go
out there and wrestle the way I
want to, that’s going to be prov-
en.”

Since Lilledahl entered high
school, he’s been prepared for
high pressure events like the
NCAA tournament. He wrestled

Caleb Craig/Collegian

At 125 pounds, Luke Lilledahl wrestles Jore Volk, winning by decision 4-1
during the Championship Bout at the Big Ten Wrestling Championships.

at Wyoming Seminary High
School, just outside of in-state
Wilkes-Barre, which is one of
the top wrestling schools in the
country who wrestle the high
school equivalent of a Big Ten
schedule.

As a boarding school student,
he also got a jump on the broth-
erhood and living aspect of col-
lege, allowing him to be fully
prepared to be a one seed in his
freshman year.

“I think that (Wyoming Semi-
nary) helped me with wrestling
and my personal life,” Lille-
dahl said. “There’s really noth-
ing that I would go back and
change.”

While “Lightning Luke” will
be moving at full pace in Rocket
Arena, when he’s outside of the
venue, Lilledahl’s goal is to dis-
tract himself from wrestling and
relax. Lilledahl is hotel room-
mates with Shayne Van Ness
on the trip, and he stated that
the pair will likely play the vid-
eo game Minecraft when they
aren’t preparing for competition
over the weekend.

Lilledahl’s perspective on
wrestling is that life takes pri-
ority over a sport, and a nega-
tive result isn’t the end of the
world. This mindset allows him
to wrestle without unneeded
pressure on his back. Rather
than worry about the results,
Lilledahl wants to enjoy the op-
portunity in front of him, while
knowing the results won’t have
a huge impact on his life.

“We’re going to go out there
and enjoy everything because
our significance in life is not de-
termined by our wins and our
losses, right?” Lilledahl said.
“Whether we win or lose, our
coaches are still going to love
us, our families are still going
to love us, and that gives us
peace.”

Even if the results won't
stress Lilledahl, he has high
hopes for himself and his entire
team in Cleveland. Lilledahl
wants the Nittany Lions to do
the unthinkable and create a re-
cord that is currently unbreak-
able.

“Obviously, we want to have
10 national champions,” Lille-
dahl said.

To email reporter: evanrgsmith@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @evanrgsmith
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Caleb Craig/Collegian

At 184 pounds, Rocco Welsh wrestles Max McEnelly, winning by decision
in TB1 2-1 during the Championship Bout.

By Andrew Deal
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

One of the biggest questions
entering the NCAA Champion-
ships seeding process was how
184 pounds would look.

It was relatively unanimous
that Rocco Welsh was the top
seed after winning the Big Ten
Championships over Minneso-
ta’s Max McEnelly, maintaining
his undefeated record.

But after the seeding contro-
versies for the conference, noth-
ing was fully guaranteed. Welsh
had a very tough bracket during
the tournament, including three
wrestlers in the top 10 of the
overall rankings. Now, it’s only
right to factor in the fact that at
184, the Big Ten is insanely deep,
so that shouldn’t have come at
too much of a surprise.

But for the NCAA Champion-
ships, Welsh’s draw is rather fa-
vorable and that is for basically
one reason. Welsh was heavily
rewarded for his gauntlet of a
Big Ten bracket.

Welsh had to face Iowa’s Ange-
lo Ferrari in his opening match,
who earned the No. 8 seed. He
was dropped that low because
of injuries, but a potential Big
Ten and national championship
matchup shouldn’t be happening
in the quarterfinals.

After defeating Ferrari for
the second time in tiebreakers,
Welsh had to face Michigan’s
Brock Mantanona in the semi-
finals, another wrestler who’s
been inside the top 10 in the In-
terMat rankings all season.

Welsh took on McEnelly in the
finals and went to tiebreakers
with him, defeating him to re-

main unbeaten and earn his first
Big Ten title.

The Ohio State transfer won’t
have to go through nearly the run
he had to in the conference tour-
nament, as the top seed won't like-
ly face a big threat until the quar-
terfinals, and even then it’s not to
the level of Ferrari, who he faced
in the Big Ten quarterfinals.

If the bracket goes chalk, it’ll be
Welsh against Nebraska’s Silas
Allred, a match in which the Nit-
tany Lion earned a major-decision
victory in earlier this season.
Based on the talents, Welsh would
never major decision Ferrari, his
Big Ten opponent, because of the
defensive wrestling of the Hawk-
eye.

The most notable part of the
bracket is the fact Welsh wouldn’t
have to wrestle any of Ferrari,
McEnelly or Missouri’s Aeoden
Sinclair until the finals if he makes
it there. In the semifinals, his
biggest threat is Mantanona or
Franklin and Marshall’s James
Conway. Welsh wrestled Conway
in 2025, where he came out on top,
4-2, but that was during Welsh’s
redshirt year at Ohio State.

The Big Ten is the most domi-
nant conference in the country,
and Welsh winning one of the
deepest classes of the 10 weights
deservedly rewards him for still
being undefeated.

With the wrestlers he faced
in the Big Ten Championships,
Welsh’s early path is significantly
easier, and very favorable for a
chance at his first national title.

To email reporter: asd5765@psu.edu.
Follow him on X @AndrewDeal22
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Homecoming for Welsh

By Evan Smith
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

At the 2024 NCAA Champion-
ships, Rocco Welsh stood on the
mat, wearing scarlet and gray
for Ohio State, for the 174-pound
national final. He had completed
a tournament run that featured
three consecutive sudden-vic-
tory wins, shocking the country
as the No. 6 seed in his national
championship debut.

Across from him stood Carter
Starocci in a blue and white Penn
State singlet. Cael Sanderson,
sitting on the corner of the mat,
was already familiar with Welsh,
a Waynesburg, Pennsylvania,
product.

“We recruited Rocco, but he
committed pretty early in the
process,” Sanderson said in Feb-
ruary. “He’s a hammer-tough PA
kid.”

Starocci went on to defeat
Welsh, adding credence to
Welsh’s decision to spurn Penn
State in the recruiting process
as he wouldn't start right away.
Starocci’s lock on the Penn
State lineup, as a defending na-
tional champion, contributed to
Welsh’s decision to quickly com-
mit to Ohio State, knowing he was
bound to sit for a year.

Despite being a Pennsylvania
native and receiving calls from
Sanderson, Welsh felt the draw
to compete right away. His deci-
sion was fruitful, as it led to a
26-4 record as a freshman and a
chance to shock the world against
Starocci.

“I was young and didn’t really
know what I was doing,” Welsh
said in February. “I made a quick
decision thinking about who was
here and if I had to fight for a
spot.”

Welsh ended up facing a prob-
lem getting back into the lineup
his sophomore year. With upper-
classman Carson Kharchla being
pitted to wrestle Welsh off the spot
at 174 pounds, Ohio State coach
Tom Ryan gave Welsh the option
of competing at 174 pounds, jump-
ing to 184 pounds or utilizing his
redshirt.

Not comfortable making the
jump, Welsh elected to redshirt,
leading to a ripple of rumors he
would transfer out of Ohio State
midseason. He ended up staying
in Columbus throughout the year.

“(Welsh) doesn’t need to stay
here,” Ryan told FloWrestling
in 2024. “He can go wherever he
wants and people would pay a lot
of money for him. That’s the day
and age we’re in.”

Welsh eventually chose to leave
this past offseason, transferring
home to Pennsylvania to join the

Nittany Lions. Ryan later insinu-
ated the move came after un-
derground conversations and a
financial offer by Penn State. The
move has been beneficial for all
parties, as Ohio State welcomed
Ohio native Dylan Fishback to
the team to replace Welsh, while
Welsh rose to No. 1 in the country
for Penn State.

“If I could go back, I definitely
would've committed here from
the beginning,” Welsh said.
“I think God took me in that
direction and it’s all part of his
plan.”

The redshirt sophomore cred-
its his surge to the coaches and
teammates in the room, citing
Levi Haines and Josh Barr as
supporting his pace on the mat
and his top-bottom game in train-
ing. Welsh also acknowledged
assistant coach Casey Cunning-
ham for having an impact on his
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At 184 pounds, Rocco Welsh wrestles Max McEnelly, winning by decision in TB1 2-1 during the Championship
Bout at the Big Ten Wrestling Championship on Sunday, March 8, 2026, in University Park, Pa.

improvement this season.

“(Cunningham) never tries to
really change anything like some
coaches, he just sees stuff that I
need to add,” Welsh said. “He’s
been so helpful in helping me
progress into the next level.”

The first time Welsh saw his
former team was the Bryce Jor-
dan Center dual on Feb. 13, where
he faced his replacement in Fish-
back. The match was a full-circle
moment in front of the largest
crowd Welsh has ever competed
in front of. Welsh treated it like
any other dual, not overthinking
his opponent or his singlet, but he
came out of the gate slow in the
moment.

Fishback controlled the first
two periods of the match, leading
Welsh and acquiring riding time.
Welsh needed two quick take-
downs to avoid being upset by his
former team. As the tension rose

in the arena, Welsh turned it on,
completing the comeback with
30 seconds to spare, sparking the
loudest ovation from an already
ruckus crowd.

“I think the match altogether
was a positive, even if the first pe-
riod wasn’t,” Welsh said. “I over-
came adversity and got a victory
in a crazy environment against a
tough opponent.”

Since his revenge match
against the Buckeyes, Welsh has
continued to stay dominant, in-
cluding running through the Big
Ten Championships. He defeated
Minnesota’s Max McEnelly, last
year’s national runner-up, to do
so, but wasn’t thrilled with the
way the match played out. Welsh
had to act defensively to secure
his conference title, a departure
from his typical style.

“I'm not happy with the way
I’'m kind of holding back,” Welsh
told reporters after the Big Ten
Championships. “I won a Big Ten
title, but If I want to win a national
title, I'll have to do more.”

Now with the Big Ten season
on the back burner, Welsh’s eyes
are set on returning to the NCAA
Championships, and flipping the
script on his title-match loss from
2024.

The experience and train-
ing staff behind Welsh have him
stationed as one of the favorites
at 184 pounds entering a highly
competitive field in Cleveland.

But for Welsh, he’s already
seen it before, and is ready to take
home his first national title.

“There’s a lot of confidence
having went through and made
the finals before,” Welsh said.
“Hopefully I can change the
result in the final this time.”

To email reporter: ers5828@psu.edu
Follow on X @EvanRGSmith

Money on the mat

By Evan Smith
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

CLEVELAND — Before the
NCAA Championships, four head
coaches sat discussing the sport
that unites them. They share a
similar disgruntledness about
the rise of NIL (name, image
and likeness) and the lack of
regulation disrupting the sport.

Ohio State’s Tom Ryan has
been coaching the Buckeyes for
two decades. In that time, he
has watched the college sports
world shift to the current mar-
ketplace. Back in the 2000s,
college athletes were barely al-
lowed to be paid for any activi-
ties, let alone receive the large
endorsements they do now.

While Ryan supported allowing
athletes to be compensated for
work, the system has shifted too
far the other way for his liking.

“There was a time when I was
fighting for our student athletes to
be able to earn more pay at sum-
mer camps,” Ryan said. “Now, it’s
here, and having a tremendous
impact on the sport.”

Each coach at the table had a
drastically different view on the
subject. Kent State’s Josh Moore
hasn’t had to handle much NIL
during his coaching tenures at
his current school and the now
defunct Cleveland State program.
His goal for coaching at small
schools that will be unable to in-
vest heavily like the programs
sitting beside him is to find local
kids, and give them the best col-
lege experience possible to keep
a sustainable system in place.

“These teams are competing
for national championships,”
Moore said. “I’'m competing to get
my guys here and set them up for
life, to build a relationship and put
them in a better spot than when
they arrived.”

Oregon State’s Chris Pendleton
lies closer to Moore than Ryan or
Taylor on the NIL front, coming
from a program lacking the re-
sources of either of the aforemen-
tioned schools, but still facing the
pressures of a larger university
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and its athletic department.

“I think a lot of times the
stress of winning and perform-
ing and producing, appeasing
donors, alumni, administration,
has ripped bare what we’re here
to do,” Pendleton said. Out of the
four coaches, the one most in-
clined to using the transfer portal
is Oklahoma State’s David Taylor.
The former Nittany Lion wres-
tler and coach has had two busy
offseasons since taking over in
Stillwater, utilizing NIL to quickly
build up his roster to a contender.
While Taylor competed in a differ-
ent financial landscape prior to
coaching, he knows how to play
the cards that he’s dealt.

“When I was recruited, schools
had their 9.9 scholarships and
that’s all it was,” Taylor said.
“Time evolves and you have to
evolve with the times.”

Even though he is not averse to
NIL, Taylor continues emphasiz-
ing the importance of real leader-
ship that Moore and Pendleton
discussed. Rather than offering a
blank check and success, Taylor
focuses on teaching as much as
coaching.

“What’s really important is pre-
paring kids for life after wrestling
and life after college,” Taylor said.
“It’s that balance of gratitude
and instant gratification and de-
layed gratification and constantly
trying to give them a good path.”

Regardless of how much each
coach uses NIL and the transfer
portal, they all acknowledge that
it is here to stay and success in
the NCAA will be defined by how
each program handles the for-
merly underground discussions
about pay-to-play.

“The teams and organizations
that understand that and work
hard to raise money and build up
their support base are going to
get a better chance at winning,”
Ryan said.

Pendleton has had a relatively
negative experience dealing with
NIL this season. In his opening
statement, Pendleton mentioned
not expecting to lose an All-Amer-
ican from his roster, an appar-

Sawyer Hadlum/Collegian
Oklahoma State head coach David Taylor looks on at the crowd of media members before the 2026 NCAA
Division | Men’s Wrestling Championships at Rocket Arena on Wednesday, Mar. 18, 2026 in Cleveland, Ohio.

ent dig at Ohio State that Ryan
addressed during his answer.

Ethan Stiles transferred to
Ohio State to move closer to
home, according to Ryan. Since
that time, he went 15-5 en route to
the No. 7 seed in this weekend’s
tournament.

While addressing the situation,
Ryan referenced Rocco Welsh
transferring to Penn State under
similar circumstances. Ryan de-
scribed the transfer situations as
“unfortunate.”

As the discussion continued,
Day emphasized the importance
of loyalty, revealing that No. 1
141-pounder Jesse Mendez re-
ceived multiple transfer offers to
leave the Buckeyes, but chose to
stay home for his senior season.

“This makes (Mendez) an in-
credible leader and very loyal, not
to behoove anybody because they
gave you a lot of money,” Ryan
said.

Out of the four coaches, the one
most inclined to using the trans-
fer portal is Oklahoma State’s
David Taylor. The former Nittany
Lion wrestler and coach has had
two busy offseasons since taking
over in Stillwater, utilizing NIL
to quickly build up his roster to
a contender. While Taylor com-
peted in a different financial land-
scape prior to coaching, he knows
how to play the cards that he’s
dealt.

“When I was recruited, schools
had their 9.9 scholarships and
that’s all it was,” Taylor said.
“Time evolves and you have to
evolve with the times.”

Regardless of how much each
coach uses NIL and the transfer
portal, they all acknowledge that
it is here to stay and success in
the NCAA will be defined by how
each program handles it.

“The teams and organizations
that understand that and work
hard to raise money and build up
their support base are going to
get a better chance at winning,”
Ryan said.

To email reporter: ers5828@psu.edu
Follow on X @EvanRGSmith

By Andrew Deal
THE DALY COLLEGIAN

CLEVELAND Levi
Haines will step onto the mat
for the final time in his Penn
State career, closing a chap-
ter that has flown by in four
seasons.

The 174-pounder is Penn
State’s lone senior starter, and
took more of a team perspec-
tive when reflecting on his sea-
son and career rather than his
individual performance.

“We have a lot of young guys
in the lineup, and they’ve been
taking care of business, getting
better, so it’s been fun to watch
those guys get better along
with everybody else,” Haines
said. “I think we’re right where
we need to be headed here into
the national championship.”

Penn State has the chance
to set more history over the
weekend, with seven wrestlers
seeded No. 1 in their respective
weight classes. Led by Haines
as the veteran, the Nittany Li-
ons have that team comradery
and leadership needed to hit
those marks.

“I think each and every one
of us kind of comes in with the
goal of being ourselves and
staying true to our charac-
ter throughout these tourna-
ments,” Haines said. “The big
moments, it’s easy to stray
away from who you are and let
that stuff kind of come in a little
bit, so that’s our main focus
this weekend, just being our-
selves and competing hard.”

Not only is Penn State set-
ting high marks, but the state
of Pennsylvania continues to
exceed any other state in terms
of wrestlers’ hometowns. Penn-
sylvania has 50 wrestlers quali-
fied, almost doubling the next
states, New Jersey and Ohio
with 28.

Haines, a Pennsylvania na-
tive, and some teammates
were able to catch some of the
PIAA State Wrestling Champi-
onships which featured some
of the sport’s future stars.

“It’s really cool to be a part
of,” Haines said. “I think it’s
really neat to see the history
and heritage of wrestling in the
state of Pennsylvania. It seems
like it keeps on getting better
and better.”

When Haines made his way
to Penn State from Biglerville
High School, he had the unique

Haines reflects

decision to make with the coach-
ing staff on whether or not to
redshirt.

Not only did he not redshirt
his first year, Haines wrestled
four straight seasons, not us-
ing his redshirt at all. In a sport
like wrestling, that isn’t usual
even for some of the sport’s all-
time greats. “My coaches and
I decided that at the time, we
thought I was ready to go, and I
knew they had my best interest
in mind,” Haines said. “So just
listen to them, and I feel like at
Penn State, if you can get in the
lineup, you go wrestle.”

Because of wrestling four
straight seasons, it led to a
quick collegiate career for the
Nittany Lion. Haines received
some high praise from his coach,
Cael Sanderson, who called him
“pretty special” and “a guy that
we will miss as much as any-
one that we’ve ever had come
through here” ahead of his final
regular season dual at Rec Hall.

Haines showed appreciation
to those sentiments, wanting to
return the favor to the coaching
staff who has helped him win a
national title and put him in a
strong position to earn his sec-
ond one. In doing so, he hinted
at sticking around in State Col-
lege to train with the Nittany
Lion Wrestling Club following
his graduation, something many
wrestlers do to train with some
of the top wrestlers in the world.

“It means a lot to me,” Haines
said. “It means I was doing my
job going through school, and
hopefully I can repay (Sand-
erson) a little bit of what he’s
given to me and along with our
other coaches. I look forward
to hopefully being able to give
back to him in some way in the
future, and I don’t plan on going
anywhere anytime soon.”

As his final NCAA Champion-
ships begin, the feelings and be-
lief from the Arendtsdville, native
remain the same. No matter the
stage, no matter the opponent,
Haines wants to continue to be
himself and let that lead him to
success on and off the mat.

‘Just getting better each time
I stepped on the mat,” Haines
said. “It’s what I plan on doing
this weekend, not too worried
about finishing off my career
with the national champion-
ship. Hopefully my career is a lot
longer than this weekend.”

To email reporter: asd5765@psu.edu
Follow on X @AndrewDeal22

Sawyer Hadlum/Collegian

Levi Haines speaks before the 2026 NCAA Men’s Wrestling
Championships on Wednesday, Mar. 18, 2026 in Cleveland, Ohio.
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As conversations over free
speech intensify in today’s po-
litical climate, Penn State has
become the subject of complaints
from free speech advocacy
groups over its failure to uphold
the First Amendment on campus.

Most recently, the university
has come under fire for its ongo-
ing investigation of a poster on
campus depicting a U.S. Immi-
grations and Customs Enforce-
ment officer hanging from a
noose. An online image shows the
poster on a pole with the caption
“Dead ICE agents can’t kill.”

The nonprofit Foundation for
Individual Rights and Expres-
sion (FIRE) sent a letter to the
university in February argu-
ing the poster “does not fall into
one of the narrow categories of
speech unprotected by the First
Amendment.”

The organization also launched
a page on its site where people
could send a letter to the uni-
versity, asking it to drop the in-
vestigation. As of March 16, 247
people filled out the form online,
according to FIRE.

Jacqueline Sheader, public in-
formation officer at Penn State
University Police and Public
Safety, told the Collegian that the
investigation is still ongoing as of
Monday. The university did not
respond to follow-up questions.

In a statement to the Centre
Daily Times, university assistant
vice president for strategic com-
munications at Penn State Col-
leen Mastony said, “Penn State
condemns this and any calls for
violence or attempts to frighten
or intimidate.”

FIRE’s Chief Research Advisor
Sean Stevens said the ongoing

investigation could cause Penn
State to drop in the organization’s
annual College Free Speech
Rankings.

Penn State’s rankings

over the years

FIRE, established in 1999,
works to protect free speech on
and off college campuses through
student and faculty outreach, in-
dividual case advocacy, policy re-
form efforts and more.

In 2024, FIRE placed an ad
in The Daily Collegian criticiz-
ing Penn State’s decision to re-
move newsstands after the paper
placed a paid campaign adver-
tisement for Kamala Harris on
three of those newsstands, and

Friday, March 20, 2026
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‘1'T°S ONLY GOTTEN WORSE’

An in-depth look at Penn States free speech climate

voter registration ads on six. The
university said the initial adver-
tisements were in violation of its
policy.

One of the organization’s most
well-known endeavors is its annu-
al ranking of U.S. colleges based
on their free speech climate.

Since the first rankings in 2020,
the number of surveyed colleges
has grown from 55 to 257. Penn
State, one of the original 55, has
appeared in the rankings annu-
ally since its inception.

Penn State placed 25th in the
first year, ranking in the top half
of colleges. In the second year,
the university dropped to 70th
place following the addition of
100 new colleges. Still, Penn State
advanced two ranks when only in

The events behind Penn State’s FIRE ranking

Rankings.
September 5, 2024

Rankings began in 2020.

FIRE releases its 2025 College Free Speech

Penn State ranked in the bottom 10% of colleges — the worst
the university has performead since the College Frae Speech

¢

o

newspapers from campus.
September 18, 2024

Penn State removes Collegian newsracks and

Penn State removed around 35 newsstands from inside
campus buildings due to political advertisements.

0

Penn State launches a new free speech website.
September 16, 2024

The website was designed to educate students and staff on
First Amendment rights and protections.

ODctober 22, 2024

threatening legal action.
CGctaber 22,2024

FIRE and ACLU sends letter to Penn State

They claimed the university was exhibiting a “concerning
pattern” of speech suppression leading up to the presidential
election and requested a "substantive response”

O

@— FIRE claims to have received reports of Penn State
restricting election activities.

Reportedly, multiple student organizations “that engage in
election activities and political advocacy” were restricted from
“registering voters and canwvassing on campus”

January 3, 2025

to a college's overall score.
Junel, 2025

Cutoff date for a speech controversy to contribute  —

In order for a speech controversy, such as a deplatforming
attempt, to have contributed to a college's overall scere in the

FIRE begins surveying students for the 2026 College
Free Speech Rankings.

FIRE began a five month survey of 68,510 full-time
undergraduate students.

2026 rankings, it would have needed to have been evaluated — FIRE stops Su“feying students for the 2026 College
by FIRE's research and legal departments by this date.

June 5, 2025

State.
October 29, 2025

Uncensored America files a lawsuit against Penn

The suit alleges "systematic suppressien of protected speech”
on campus, specifically regarding conservative viewpaoints,

surveyed.

O

Free Speech Rankings.

The survey included 379 full-time Penn State undergraduate
students, tied with three other collegas for 19th most students

September 9, 2025

January 14, 2026

FIRE calls upon Penn State to allow first-semester
students to join fraternities and sororities.

The letter to the university claimed its policy violates students’
First Amendment right to freedom of association.

(¢

Fire releases its 2026 College Free Speech Rankings.

Fenn State ranks 109th out of 257 — the most improved college
in Pennsylvania, 2rd most cut of the Big Ten schools and tied
for 10th most overall.

unknown.
January 29, 2026

@— A controversial poster appears on a light pole on
Penn State's campus. The location is currently

Graphic by Tyler Nolf, photo by Geraldine Cruz—Herandez

Centre Daily Times reports that Penn State is
investigating the poster.

February 4, 2026

Centre Daily Times reported they received an email from
Colleen Mastony — assistant vice president for strategic
communications — claiming the matter was under investigation
by University Police and Public Safety.

O

(¢

FIRE visits campus to engage with students.
February 12, 2026

FIRE’s campus rights advocacy team stoed in front of the HUB
to hand out pamphlets and educate students about their free
speech rights.

o

The Penn State College Republicans and Democrats
issue a jeint statement about the poster on X.
February 28, 2026

College Republicans and Democrats “coendemn” depictions of
violence against ICE officers on campus, labeling it a “death
threat”

The poster read “dead ice agents can't kill* while an ICE agent
hanging from a noose.

FIRE urges Penn State to end its investigation.
February 5, 2026

The letter, addressed to the Office of the President, claimed
that the poster was legally protected speech, and the
investigation of such “raises serious constituticnal cancerns.”

College Republicans shared a photo on X showing
what seems to be a copy of the poster in a different
location.

February 28, 2026

The poster was found on alight pole cutside the HUB-Robeson
Center on the side facing E Cellege Avenue.

Penn State University Police and Public Safety
confirms the investigation is ongoing.

March 18, 2026

Public Information Officer Jaequeline Sheader told the
Collegian in an email that the investigation is still ongoing.

(a @DailyCollegian
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comparison with the original 55.

Starting with the 2024 report,
which reflects on 2023, each
report covers the preceding year.

Penn State’s rankings have
continued to decline over the
years, landing it in the bottom
10% of all institutions in the 2025
College Free Speech Rankings.
The survey has traditionally been
conducted by College Pulse, an
organization that surveys U.S.
college students for businesses
and non-profits. For the 2026 Col-
lege Free Speech Rankings, the
survey began in early January
2025 and ended in June 2025. To
participate, respondents were re-
quired to share their Penn State
issued email addresses.

Institutions have occasionally
made changes after the release
of the College Free Speech Rank-
ings. According to FIRE, their
team has helped reformed “more
than 30 campus policies” through
meetings with a number of
institutional leaders in 2025.

In addition to the survey, a col-
lege’s speech policies and the
outcomes of speech-related con-
troversies on campus, impact the
final score as well.

In the 2025 College Free
Speech Rankings, Penn State
ranked 228th out of 251 surveyed
universities, and placed 14th out
of the 15 Pennsylvania-based col-
leges, and 15th out of the 18 Big
Ten schools.

FIRE and the American Civil
Liberties Union of Pennsylvania
sent a letter to Penn State Presi-
dent Neeli Bendapudi in October
2024 claiming the university was
exhibiting a “concerning pattern”
of speech suppression leading up
to the presidential election.

The letter threatened legal
action and asked for a “substan-
tive response” within three days.
FIRE’s Student Press Counsel
Marie McMullan said the organi-
zation didn’t receive a response.
The university did not respond to
The Daily Collegian’s request for
comment on whether the school
issued a response to FIRE.

Still, since then Penn State
rose 119 places in FIRE’s most
recent report, making it the most
improved college in Pennsylvania
and the 3rd most out of the Big
Ten schools. It tied with Ameri-
can University for 10th most im-
proved overall. It was ranked 109
out of 257 colleges.

Penn State’s one recorded
speech controversy in the re-
port is the alleged deplatforming
attempt of Turning Point USA
speaker Riley Gaines in 2023,
which has appeared in the report
twice.

The former University of Ken-
tucky swimmer, an activist who
has been outspoken against
transgender women’s participa-
tion in women’s sports, accused
Penn State of canceling her
planned speaking engagement.
The university issued a state-
ment stating they did not cancel
the event and cited a problem
with the booking of an indoor
space. The statement said Turn-
ing Point missed the deadline
for submitting the necessary
documents. Gaines appeared on
campus in a different location.

This is the first time since 2020
that the university had no new de-
platforming attempts listed.

How FIRE determines free

speech rankings

FIRE’s ranking methodology
has evolved over the years. The
most recent rankings were based
on three types of assessments:
Student perceptions of their
campus’ speech climate, cam-
pus speech policies and speech
controversy outcomes.

The university hasn’t earned
a passing score since 2021 when
they scored 59.63. The closest
they’ve gotten since was in the
most recent 2026 College Free
Speech Rankings when the
university short 1.21 points high-
er.
Student perceptions — made
up of 379 responses from full-time
Penn State undergraduate stu-
dents in 2025 — made up a ma-
jority of each overall score. The
survey asked about a university’s
openness, administrative sup-
port, comfort expressing ideas,
disruptive conduct, self-censor-
ship and political tolerance. On
the latter, Penn State scored
highest, ranking 8th out of 257.

FIRE also looks at policies that
regulate free expression. Penn
State policies are currently cat-
egorized as code yellow, which
FIRE determined means the uni-
versity has “at least one ambigu-
ous policy that too easily encour-
ages administrative abuse and
arbitrary application.”

According to FIRE, if Penn
State revised two of its speech
policies, it could have earned a
“green light” rating and moved
up in the rankings.

Hear from students and
faculty

For some, like Sean Semanko,
founder and CEO of Uncensored
America, and Amari Saunders,
political affairs chair for Penn
State College Democrats, the
reason for the university’s im-
provement in the FIRE rankings
is unclear.

“Penn State, unfortunately, has
not gotten better; and it’s only
gotten worse,” said Semanko.
Uncensored America sued Penn
State in October over a separate
free speech issue.

Uncensored America, a non-
profit emphasizing freedom of
speech through hosting conver-
sations with “controversial fig-
ures,” was established in 2020 by
Semanko while he was a Penn
State student. What began as a
small on-campus effort has now
gone nationwide. Their videos
have amassed millions of views
on YouTube and the organization
has chapters at 11 universities.

Uncensored America alleges
in a lawsuit against the univer-
sity filed on October 29, 2025 that
Penn State restricted their free
speech via “denials of security
and funding, forced relocation
of events indoors, and outright
cancellations.”

Semanko said the university
is doing everything in its power
to make their lives harder, spe-
cifically regarding scheduling
on-campus events. Uncensored
America has hosted seven on-
campus events at Penn State
since 2021.

In the filing, the organization
claims Penn State’s policies are
unconstitutional, alleging that
without intervention, conserva-
tives will continue to be silenced
by the university.

The lawsuit could impact the
university’s overall score if it re-
veals an incident demonstrating
suppression of free speech that
isn’t already in FIRE’s database,
Chief Research Advisor Stevens
said in an email.

Saunders agreed that the uni-
versity’s free speech climate
hasn’t improved since FIRE’s
letter in 2024.

He said he thinks the universi-
ty has since placed stricter rules
on his and other advocates ta-
bling efforts, echoing complaints
FIRE received in 2024 that Penn
State restricted students’ abil-
ity to engage in election-related
expressive activities on campus.

FLIP FOR THE
REST OF THE
STORY
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Your disagreement with a professor
about a controversial political
topic publicly?

Your views on a controversial
political topic during a discussion
in a common campus space?

How comfortable do students feel expressing ...

@ Very Uncomfortable @ Somewhat Uncomfortable @ Somewhat Comfortable

Questions have been adjusted to appear better visually. The exact gquestions and additional data can be found on FIRE's website.

Very Comfortable

An unpopular political opinion to
your fellow students on a social
media account tied to your name?

“Neeli Bendapudi
and the

administration is
very supportive of
free speech, and
they have been
the entire time
I've been here”

Tristan Kilgore
College Republicans President

“For political canvases, or peo-
ple who are tabling for certain
organizations or groups, it’s kind
of harder for them to get a table,”
Saunders said. “There’s so many
rules that you have to follow ...
so it’s kind of strict in the sense
where you don’t know really how
you would advocate ... without
getting in trouble, just because
the rules are kind of blurred.

Penn State College Republi-
cans President Tristin Kilgore
said he doesn’t share Semanko
and Saunders’ concerns. Kilgore
said the university is doing what
it can to foster a free speech
environment.

“Neeli Bendapudi and the ad-
ministration is very supportive of
free speech, and they have been
the entire time I've been here,”
Kilgore, a third-year studying
political science and philosophy,
said. “If you take care of the stuff
you need to do — you reserve the
space, you bring the speakers,

How Penn State compares to more than 200 schools
in 7 free speech categories over the past two years

For FIRE's annual College Free Speech Rankings (CFSR), it surveys hundreds of students about free speech
on their campuses. Survey responses make up the majority of each college or university's score.
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licans described the poster as a
death threat, calling for an inves-
tigation in a statement posted on
X.

On Feb. 19, members of FIRE’s
campus rights advocacy team
came to Penn State to hand out
campus protest guides and other

counsel for FIRE’s advocacy
team, told the Collegian in an
email.

Shortly after, the College Re-
publicans shared a photo on X
showing what seems to be a sec-
ond appearance

of the poster, callin copy of the

the case’s status from “active”
to “closed” because the univer-
sity still hadn’t addressed their
advocacy efforts, according to
Alex Griswold, communications
campaign manager for FIRE.
However, he specified that FIRE
would reexamine the case if they

“receive any updates

@ Pennsylvania State University @ Big Ten Schools
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This graph shows Penn State's ranking in comparison to other schools in the Big Ten Conference or based in Pennsylvania. Information displayed is in
the context of the national rankings, for which not all data is included.

from students in-
volved or the univer-
sity.”

Earlier this year,
FIRE sent another
letter to Penn State,
calling upon the uni-
versity to “end its de-
ferred recruitment
policy banning first-
semester students
from joining fraterni-
ties and sororities.”
It claims the uni-
versity’s policy goes
against the First
Amendment’s  pro-
tection of students’
right to freedom of
association.

In both of these
cases, Stevens said
in an email to the
Collegian that each
of the two cases will
constitute “a loss of
up to 2 points,” in uni-
versity free speech
rankings, but that
the exact penalty val-
ue has not yet been
determined by their
research team.

Surveys for the

you do everything the way you’re
supposed to do it — they will
support you.”

Kilgore cited as an example
the vigil for slain political activ-
ist Charlie Kirk organized by
the College Republicans and
Penn State’s Turning Point USA
chapter in September 2024.

For Kilgore, it’s the general stu-
dent body that expresses a lack of
support for free speech. Citing
the ICE poster as an example, he
said there’s a “trend of violence”
deterring students from having
more honest civic discussions.

Kilgore and the College Repub-
licans described the poster as a
death threat, calling for an inves-
tigation in a statement posted on
X.

FIRE sent a similar letter to
the Office of the Chancellor at
the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign the day prior. In this
case, however, it was defend-
ing an Instagram post made by
the College Republicans at that
school. The post read, “only trai-
tors help invaders,” and accord-
ing to FIRE’s description, the
post included a “poster depicting
the shooting of Alex Pretti.”

Kilgore and the College Repub-

free speech materials.

“Penn State has not yet re-
sponded to our advocacy efforts,
although we hope Penn State
will decide to engage and affirm
its students’ free speech rights,”
Charlotte Arneson, program

poster in a different location.
Both the College Republicans
and College Democrats issued
a joint statement on the matter
through Instagram, condemning
the poster.
Not long after, FIRE changed

2027 College Free
Speech Rankings are underway
and are likely to be released in
September.

Amy Sanders, the John and
Ann Curley professor of First
Amendment  Studies, began
working at Penn State in Janu-

ary 2025 in search of a better free
speech climate.

“I came to Penn State from
Texas,” Sanders said. “I've only
been here a year, and part of the
reason that I left the University of
Texas was because of the admin-
istration’s response to protests
on campus.

Penn State and The Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin have been
ranked against each other since
2020, and Penn State surpassed
them each time.

“I think Penn State is doing a
pretty good job in terms of free-
dom of expression,” Sanders said.
“What we don’t do well is trans-
parency. If we don’t know what’s
happening at our university,
that’s going to infringe on our free
expression rights because we'’re
not going to be able to evaluate
what’s happening here.”

Editor’s Note: Part of the

Collegian’s commitment to
transparency is telling our read-
ers when and how Al was used
in our reporting. The writer used
Microsoft Copilot to help sort and
analyze data for this story. Scan
the QR code for more details on
how it was used and what we did
to fact check it.

To email reporter: tjn5430@psu.edu

Matt Cropp/ Collegian
A protester holds a banner reading “drive out ICE” during a protest for Alex Pretti on Monday, Jan. 26, 2026 in State College, Pa. Pretti was killed
during Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) operations in Minneapolis on Saturday, Jan. 24, 2026.
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State College Borough,
Penn State collaborate on
sustainability etforts

w

Matthew Kemper/Collegian

A sign sits outside the Land and Water Research Building on Monday, April 21, 2025 in University Park, Pa.

By Jonathon Chiu
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Through borough policies and
partnerships with Penn State and
other organizations, State Col-
lege has taken several steps to
advance sustainability initiatives
over the years.

Peter Buck, the director for
education for Penn State Sustain-
ability (PSS), said the borough
has already passed several reso-
lutions to aid local sustainability
efforts, such as Resolution 944,
which declared the borough a
climate protection community.

Buck said State College and the
Sustainable Communities Collab-
orative (SCC), an outreach and
scholarship program within PSS,
have worked together on several
projects for over a decade from
promoting bicycle and pedestrian
safety to solar assessments.

Many of the projects are dis-
played during the Campus and
Community Sustainability Expo,
held at the end of each semes-
ter. This year’s expo is on April
30 in the State College Municipal
Building. Buck said many of the
projects have had a sizable im-
pact on State College residents
even if they weren't aware of
them.

“The corner of Park Avenue
and Atherton Street is notori-
ously dangerous and part of it
has to do with pedestrian and
not car traffic and so (the SCC)
organized a group of classes,
three in a row, that worked on
messaging to make sure that
pedestrians and bicyclists are
safe and you might think, ‘Well,
why is that sustainability?”” Buck
said. “Well, health and well-be-
ing are part of sustainability to
transportation-related issues.”

He said collaborations such as
these help maintain good rela-
tions between the borough and
the university.

“It is great to have this way of
bringing a few hundred students
a year, actually every semes-
ter, in touch with the borough in
an incredibly positive, socially,
educationally and economically
productive way,” Buck said.

Buck said the borough also
participates in larger sustain-
ability and climate actions in

collaboration with organizations
like the Centre Region Council of
Governments (CRCOG).

Most notably, State College
has worked with the CRCOG on
projects like the Centre Region
Climate Action and Adaptation
Plan, meant to make the bor-
ough and other involved munici-
palities more sustainable through
various means such as land
management and waste
reduction.

The borough also planned on
implementing infrastructure as
part of the Solar Power Purchase
Agreement (SPPA). The SPPA
aimed to increase the presence
of solar power in Centre County
as a way to maintain low energy
costs and expand renewable en-
ergy sources both in and around
the borough.

However, Prospect 14, the com-
pany that developed the SPPA,
raised concerns of economic invi-
ability due to the repealing of eco-
nomic incentives related to solar
power by the federal government,
alongside tariffs on solar panels.
As a result, the borough voted
unanimously to terminate its
contract with the company set
to provide electricity from the
SPPA during a council meeting
on March 5.

Buck — who contributed to the
SPPA as a member of its working
group — said he believed the ef-
forts by the federal government in
curbing sustainability measures
will only inspire local government
officials to do more to accomplish
sustainability goals.

“If anything, there is more
willpower in the State College
area because of the challenges
brought from Washington,” Buck
said. “People will find a way
forward on sustainability and
climate action.”

Buck said the SPPA is the
only sustainability program af-
fected in the region by federal
administrative ~ changes  or
policies.

According to Ilona Ballreich,
SCC’s program director, its re-
lationship with State College is
mutually beneficial, as the bor-
ough gets the resources needed
to maintain sustainability and
students are given opportunities
to get in-the-field experience and
gain community connections.

“Let’s say community
partners are interested in solar
but they don’t really have the staff
in-house, they don’t have a solar
engineer or a solar expert,” Ball-
reich said. “I can then work with
a group of students in a solar de-
sign class, who have the technical
knowledge.”

Ballreich said it’s important for
the university and the borough to
continue to work together on the
issue of sustainability in order
to best serve both residents and
students.

‘At the end of the day, I hope
that we all want to make the world
a better place for everybody, so
that’s kind of my mantra,” Ball-
reich said. “That’s what SCC likes
to do and tries to do ... make the
world the best it can possibly be
for all involved.”

State College Borough Council
Member Gopal Balachandran,
who also represents the borough
on the CRCOG’s climate action
and sustainability committee,
said the dialogue between the
borough and Penn State is help-
ful for planning sustainability
initiatives.

“We end up talking about vari-
ous efforts to promote awareness
to also be able to gain greater cli-
mate and resilience,” Balachan-
dran said. “A lot of it is just policy-
based work as well as educational
work involving things like so-
lar power, so we work with the
university on a lot of those
things.”

Balachandran said one of the
borough’s current projects is
attempting to conduct a green-
house gas inventory to measure
emissions produced in State
College.

He said he believes the bor-
ough is at an advantage due to
Penn State’s willingness to assist
with sustainability efforts.

“They have so many experts
at the university, and so we’re
able to draw upon that expertise,
especially when we have limited
staff resources,” Balachandran
said. “So many of us are involved
in the university in one form or
another, and I think we’re very
lucky to have that.”

To email reporter: jwc6496@psu.edu
Follow him on X @JonChiu38880

Emily Metzgar named
Bellisario dean

By Mia Debelevich
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

The Donald P. Bellisario Col-
lege of Communications has
named Emily Metzgar as its new
dean.

Metzgar, a professor and the di-
rector of the School of Journalism
and Media at Kent State Univer-
sity, will start July 1.

During her tenure at Kent
State, some of Metzgar’s efforts
included modernizing facilities,
directing accreditation and as-
sessment efforts, spearheading
fundraising efforts and oversee-
ing the development of new pro-
gramming “with an emphasis
on Al-forward, student-first out-
comes,” according to a Bellisario
news release.

Denise Bortree, who was
named interim dean in July, will
return to her role as as associate
dean, in addition to serving as di-
rector of the Arthur W. Page Cen-
ter and professor in the Depart-
ment of Advertising and Public
Relations.

To email reporter: mfd5887@psu.edu
Follow her on X @miadebelevich

Emily Metzgar poses for a photo.

Courtesy of the Bellisario College of Communications
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Examining the popularity
behind raunchy TV

Just last month, Netflix
released the second half of
Bridgerton’s
4 | latest season.

| Within this
book-to-
screen
| adaptation,
there’s plenty
" of drama and,
of course, a lavish
ball or two. However, probably
the most commonly associated
aspect of the show is its raun-
chy scenes.

According to Variety, season
four amassed 39.7 million views
within its first four days of being
released. Bridgerton is one of
Netflix’s most popular shows,
with seasons one and three
ranked seventh and ninth,
respectively, on their most-
watched list of all time.

Similar patterns have been
seen with other shows that are
quite steamy, such as “Heated
Rivalry,” which chronicles the
love story of two closeted male
hockey players. By the time the

A% )

Strickling

final episode of the show was
released, the amount of
streaming minutes grew to 324
million streaming minutes in
comparison to its debut week
figure of 30 million minutes.

Raunchy television seems to
be incredibly popular, but why?

It’s clear that sex sells,
whether you think that’s
immoral or not. Shows on the
raunchier side get people talk-
ing, either through conversa-
tions with friends or in social
media comment sections.

While perhaps viewers come
by these shows by chance, they
could also be seeking them out
to fill a void — especially Gen Z
viewers. Recent data trends
show that Gen Z is engaging
less in sexual activity and is
also dating less.

Roughly 24% of adults 18 to 29
had abstained from sex within
the past year, according to USA
Today, a figure that’s doubled
since 2010. While adults under
30 had the highest percentage
of a single population at 47%,

according to Forbes.

Perhaps these types of shows
act as a way to still engage with
sex without having to actually
engage with it in their personal
lives. The dating world poses
many risks, which the suppos-
edly risk-averse Gen Z are

“These shows are
an escape from a
relationship that’s
not hitting the bar
and into a
relationship that
the viewer might
desire in some
aspect.”

Emma Strickling

trying to avoid. Therefore, these
shows offer a sense of control.
It’s acting as an alternative,
especially since these shows
often depict intimacy more
naturally and authentically.

While I can’t speak for the
shows I haven’t seen, from the
shows I am familiar with, like
“Bridgerton” and “Heated
Rivalry,” there’s more than hot,
steamy sex scenes.

Once the passion has cooled
down, what’s left is a
relationship between two
people. A relationship of
yearning and emotional
connection. Which is,
unfortunately, something not
present in every relationship.

These shows are an escape
from a relationship that’s not
hitting the bar and into a
relationship that the viewer
might desire in some aspect. In
that long duration, it’s almost as
if the viewer is able to be
present in the world in front of
them and forget about the
problems of their own love life.

Once the show is over, it’s
back to reality. Which might be
why whenever the latest
raunchy show comes out, it
continues to have a fairly large
following until after it ends.

Although it’s a place for an
escape, these TV shows
ultimately can’t develop the
social skills or the same feelings
that real-life relationships do.
While it might fill a void
temporarily, it’s not a successful
long-term solution.

If there’s an actual desire to
date, but fear is overshadowing
it, take a deep breath. Consider
what is causing that fear. Is it
worth not taking your shot or
even simply just trying?

Unlike these TV shows that
will be available in some form
or another, the opportunities to
make something happen
romantically aren’t always going
to be. Sometimes you just have
to take a leap of faith. But even
if there’s rejection, at least
you’ll know instead of always
wondering “what if.”

Emma Strickling is a columnist for The
Daily Collegian. She is a fifth-year study-
ing English with minors in film studies
and Italian. Email her at eks5726@psu.
edu
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Dearest reader,

Welcome back to State Col-
lege. I hope your spring break
was equal
parts
sunshine,
questionable
decisions
and stories
that will live
forever in
the group chat.

Get the Insta-
gram photo dump post out of
your system. Soft-launch the
tan. Pretend you didn’t just
spend half the week horizon-
tal tanning — sleeping or
participating in other
activities.

This week, I have a special
treat. One of you slid into my
inbox. So naturally, I'm step-
ping into my role as your resi-
dent guide on all things love
and sex to share my perspec-
tive.

Samantha says she enjoys
dating freely as men do, but is
frustrated by the double stan-
dard and feels she’s judged
too harshly for engaging in
behavior that would be
accepted if she were a man.

First of all, welcome to your
Samantha era! For those of
you who haven’t had the plea-
sure of meeting Samantha or
Carrie from the hit show “Sex
and the City,” here’s the run-
down.

The difference between
being a Carrie and being a
Samantha mostly comes down
to time management. Carrie
spends three days wondering
if she should text him back.

Miss Behave

MY VIEW | Miss Behave

Off the record | Sexism in the city

Samantha spends those same
three days going on two bet-
ter dates and forgetting the
last name of the guy who
couldn’t even give a decent
answer to her most basic
questions.

In a Samantha era, you stop
asking “Does he like me?”
and start asking, “Do I like
him enough to put on jeans
for this?” In other words,
Samantha has little patience
for nonsense. She’s the main
character, fully in charge of
her own

women choose to act on that
desirability.

And here’s the funny part:
half the people judging you
would probably be doing the
same thing if they had the
opportunity or the confidence
you do.

Also, a quick reminder —
the same society that labels
women harshly for dating
freely also produces an entire
economy of reality dating
shows, romantic comedies
and wedding

Pinterest boards. So

love life ~ “Half the people clearly, everyone is
and judging you would fascinated by the love
lori . . They j
SPE  probably e doing  Drces Thy et
love, life  the same thing if are honest about par-
S they had the lgpatng it
offer. opportunity or the Date. Be kind. Be
et | confidenceyoudo.”  CEETRIL IR
being Miss Behave  someone calls you a
said, I “whore” for doing
have a exactly what men do,
couple of feel free to remind

thoughts to share.

You’re not imagining the
double standard. When men
date around, it’s considered
“playing the field” or “being a
player,” or even “impressive.”
But when women date
around, it’s often framed as
“desperate” or “slut behavior
or even labeling one as a
“whore.”

The truth is, a lot of people
are very comfortable with
women being desirable; that’s
how we’re supposed to pres-
ent ourselves. But people are
far less comfortable when

2

them that if you were a man,
they’d probably be asking for
tips or giving you a high five.

The double standard that
exists is wild. When a man
sleeps around, he’s called a
player. When a woman
behaves in a similar way,
she’s judged for it. Same
behavior, completely different
narrative. The difference is in
who society decided to hand
the trophy to.

Personally, I say the field is
wide open. Play the game.
There’s nothing wrong with
letting a few new players step

into tryouts and seeing who
you really click with. Take
your time, enjoy the tension.
And hey, if the opportunity
feels right, maybe even switch
teams for a night and see if
you hit a home run.

Samantha, thank you for
writing to me and I hope I
was able to offer you some
advice, or at least some come-
dic relief. I sympathize with
you and the judgment you’re
facing. Remember, you have
the right to play the field if
that’s what you wish to do.
Just be safe, respectful and
responsible while doing it.

After all, every player needs
a teammate.

Yours truly,

Miss Behave

Off the record is a weekly column
written by a third-year Collegian
staffer writing under an alias. It
aims to promote a space for hon-
est conversations about love, sex
and relationships. Those inter-
ested in sharing their experiences
or submitting a topic are invited
to do so through this anonymous
form.

We want to hear from you

Send us your comments on our
coverage, editorial decisions and
the Penn State community.

Email: editorinchief@
psucollegian.com
Online: psucollegian.com

Postal Mail/In Person: 115
Carnegie Building, University
Park, Pa. 16802

Letters should be about 400-600
words. Student letters should
include class year, major and
campus. Letters from alumni
should include graduation year.
All writers should provide their
email address and phone number

for verification. Letters should be
signed by no more than two
people. Members of organizations
must include their titles if the
topic they write about is connect-
ed with the aim of their groups.
The Collegian reserves the right
to edit letters. The Collegian can-
not guarantee publication of all
letters. Letters chosen run on
The Daily Collegian website and
may be selected for publication in
the print edition. All letters
become property of Collegian Inc.
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content. The opinions expressed
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“We still got a lot of room to grow’

Clarisa Crowell talks home opener against Wisconsin

By Gianna Dowling
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Penn State had a tough out-
ing in its opening weekend of Big
— Ten play, going

0-3 against No.17

SOFTBALL Oregon. This

marked the end

of the Nittany Lions’ six weeks on

the road, as they play host for the

first time of the season this week-
end, welcoming Wisconsin.

In Wednesday’s media session,
coach Clarisa Crowell discussed
the blue and white’s effort so far
this season and the positive en-
ergy the team is taking into its
return to Beard Field.

Winless in Eugene
Penn State faced both elite
pitching and offense in its open-
ing conference series. The Nit-
tany Lions fell by overwhelm-
ing margins in their first two
games, but challenged the Ducks
in Game 3, eventually falling in
walkoff fashion.
“Anytime you could
put yourselfin a
situation to win a
game three,
especially how that
series went, I think
it says a lot about
your team,”

Clarisa Crowell
Coach

“I think when you’re facing an
elite-level pitcher, and actually,
they just had great pitching all
around and great offense, you're
forced to find ways to grow as a
team and get one percent better,”
Crowell said. “I think that experi-
ence this past weekend certainly
just showed us that we still got a

lot of room to grow.”

In the three games combined,
the blue and white were out-hit
29-8. The difference in the box
score from the first two games to
the last was still evident, though.

Penn State combined for just
three runs in the first two games,
compared to Oregon’s 18. Howev-
er, in the series finale, the Nittany
Lions managed five runs, losing
by one, and the pitching allowed
the lowest amount of hits it had
all weekend.

“Anytime you could put yourself
in a situation to win a game three,
especially how that series went,
I think it says a lot about your
team,” Crowell said. “I was really
proud of how our kids played and
how well they fought that game.”

Return to Beard

For the first time since May 4 of
last year, Penn State is set to play
on its home dirt.

The Nittany Lions were previ-
ously scheduled to host an invita-

tional the first week of March, but
it was canceled due to weather.

The blue and white have been
traveling every weekend since
the season started on Feb. 6.

“Our home tournament got
canceled, so that’s why I think it
felt a little bit longer for them,”
Crowell said. “This is even better,
because now they’re even more
excited, because we’re in Big Ten
play”

Home-field advantage is real,
especially in a game like softball
when it’s crucial to know the
makeup of a diamond.

Penn State has lost just five
games at home in each of its last
two seasons.

It’s also a plus to be able to play
in front of your fans and bring
positive energy.

“Anytime you can play at home
it’'s awesome, especially this is
our first weekend having an op-
portunity to play in front of our
home crowd,” Crowell said. “I
think just a lot of positive vibes

Samantha Oropeza/Collegian
Head coach Clarissa Crowell stands by the dugout during the Penn State softball game against Bucknell at
Beard Field at Nittany Lion Softball Park on Tuesday, April 1, 2025 in University Park, Pa.

that’s going to be happening,
we’re excited, just hoping that
the weather holds up for us this
weekend, but it’s gonna be a great
weekend.”

Pitching as a backbone

Last season, the Nittany Lions
found almost all their success in

the batter’s box, and struggled to
find consistency in the circle.

This year is as different as
Crowell, with five pitchers that
she can regularly rely on, and
they’re going to be the key to the
blue and white’s success in Big
Ten play.

Penn State’s pitching had been
pretty much on point this season,
but against a high-octane Oregon
team, the staff had its struggles.

“This weekend, honestly, when
Ilook at it, maybe it was good for
our pitching staff, because we
really haven’t had this happen,”
Crowell said.

“We’ve had so much success
in the circle this year that this is
a good eye opener for our staff
and of the importance of starting
fast.”

Starting fast and setting the
tone of the game in the circle
is what the Nittany Lions have
a game plan to do against a
Wisconsin team batting .343.
“It’s going to be a series where
the pitching is going to have to
hold them down,” Crowell said.
“But we’re going to have to out-
hit them, and I think we can do
that.”

To email reporter: gmd5738@psu.edu
To follow her on X: @giannamd32

e |
Noah Aberegg/Collegian

The Nittany Lion Softball Park, home of the Penn State softball team,
sits on Tuesday, Dec. 9, 2025 in University Park, Pa.

loane reflects on journey

By Will Horstman
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Four years ago, offensive line-
man Vega Ioane was a 247Sports
composite 3-star
recruit out of
Graham-Kapow-
sin High School
in Graham, Washington. He then
made a jump to the East Coast,
signing with Penn State for his
collegiate career.

Now, Ioane is garnering buzz
as a projected first-round se-
lection in the 2026 NFL draft.
He was a two-year starter at
left guard for the Nittany Lions
and has commanded a ton of
attention in the pre-draft process,
including during his workout at
Penn State Pro Day.

“It feels good,” Ioane said. “It’s
a feeling that I know I put a lot of
work into it, knowing that it’s all
coming together, all connecting,
things like that. But knowing that
I put my best foot forward to put
myself in a position like that, it
definitely feels good.”Ioane didn’t
participate in athletic testing dur-
ing pro day, but he participated in
drills alongside fellow offensive
linemen Nick Dawkins and No-
lan Rucci. As part, Ioane had the
chance to showcase his mobility
as a blocker and his strength. Ad-
ditionally, Ioane took some reps
as a center in a drill despite only
ever playing 17 snaps at that po-
sition in four seasons with Penn
State, according to PFF. He
also did so at the NFL combine
on March 1.

“It was just here to reinforce
that showing that what I did at the
combine wasn't just a one-time
thing,” Ioane said. “I can do it
whenever I need to do it.”While he
didn’t produce any athletic testing
numbers at pro day, Ioane record-
ed a vertical of 31.5 inches and a
broad jump of 8-foot-8 at the com-
bine. He’s listed at 6-foot-4 and 326
pounds as well. Ioane said he’s
been training in Dallas throughout
the pre-draft process before re-
turning to pro day in Happy Valley,
where he earned AP All-America
second-team honors following
the 2025 season. He spoke on his
development with Penn State

FOOTBALL
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Vega loane is surrounded by re-
porters during an interview after
Pro Day in Holuba Hall on March
18, 2026 in University Park, Pa.

as he went from redshirting
his freshman year to
becoming a standout starter.
“It was definitely a learning pro-
cess,” Ioane said. “Like I said,
my four years here, definitely
learning a lot of things, adding to
my toolbox, but having a coach
like (offensive line coach Phil
Trautwein), he taught me a lot as
a player. Everything on the field
happened from what
I did off the field”
Moving forward in the pre-draft
process, Ioane said his goal
while he’s back at Penn State is
to keep himself ready for what-
ever team selects him in the
draft. He said he’s “pretty sure”
he has a visit lined up with the
Philadelphia Eagles, who have
the No. 23 overall pick.

Regardless of where he ends
up in April, Ioane thinks he has
set himself up well due to his de-
cision to attend Penn State.

“My four years here, the big-
gest adversity I've ever faced, I
was 2,000 miles away from home,
took a chance on being here
growing up as aman,” Ioane said.
“It’s exactly what Penn State did
for me. Came to campus as a kid,
left as a man.”

To email reporter: wmh5351@psu.edu
To follow him on X: @WillHorstman_

By Keira Albert
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

After a West Coast road trip
filled with ranked opponents,

__ Penn State’s
three-match

ended with a
winless 0-3 outcome.

The blue and white opened
the week with a 3-0 loss against
No. 2 Long Beach State. The
second game saw a four-set loss
to No. 6 Pepperdine, and the
week concluded with a sweep
against No. 4 USC.

After falling short against the
three teams, the Nittany Lions
moved to 11-7 on the year.

Here’s a look at what hap-
pened during their road trip.

Serving issues

The blue and white left the
West Coast with a mere nine
service aces across the three
games played. The matches
against Long Beach State and
USC saw one ace each, while the
Pepperdine match saw seven.

However, the Nittany Lions
tallied a total of 41 service er-
rors across the three games.
Gaige Gabriel had two aces
against Pepperdine, his only two
of the week, but logged a total of
nine service errors.

In general, serving has re-
mained a weaker part of the
blue and white’s game this sea-
son. It currently totals 83 ser-

vice aces, while also totaling 274
service errors.

This week was no different.

Allowing too many aces for the
opposition has also been an issue
for the blue and white. Across the
three West Coast games, Penn
State allowed 29 service aces.

The blue and white’s leader in
aces this year, Owen Rose, only
put up one ace in all three games.
Despite leading the team, Rose
ranks No. 61 in the NCAA in aces
per set. Notably, the redshirt se-
nior is the highest-ranked Nit-
tany Lion in this category.

Ranked No. 27 in the NCAA in
aces per set, there’s definitely
room for improvement for the
Penn State squad.

That’s not to say it’s all nega-
tive. Tristan Hassell tallied three
service aces against Pepperdine.
With 10 aces on the year, and only
a freshman, his future with the
Nittany Lions looks bright.

Blocking struggles

The Nittany Lions entered the
week of West Coast games as the
No. 3 team in the NCAA in blocks
per set. In fact, the number of
blocks they have put up this sea-
son has been remarkable.

Most notably, Rose broke a
school record earlier this season
after tallying 14 blocks in a match
against Harvard. The middle
blocker currently totals 81 blocks
on the year and entered the road
trip at No. 2 in the NCAA in blocks
per set, eventually claiming the
top spot in the nation.

Penn State goes winless through
trio of ranked West Coast clashes

However, Rose didn’t seem to
make a whole lot of difference
over the three games when play-
ing some of the best programs
in the country. It’s essential that
some of the blue and white’s best
players make the difference go-
ing forward.

Rose only had six total blocks
against Long Beach State, three
against Pepperdine and two
against USC.

The responsibility of making
necessary blocks doesn’t just fall
upon the shoulders of Rose, how-
ever.

Gabriel, the second leader in
blocks for Penn State, put up one
block against Long Beach State
and two against Pepperdine and
USC.

Even if the star middle block-
ers are ignored, the Nittany Li-
ons as a team only produced 11
total blocks in their first match
against Long Beach State and
had the same number against
USC.

With only five total blocks
against Pepperdine, with none in
the first set of the match, the blue
and white didn’t provide the nec-
essary defense that was needed
against some of the top schools in
the country.

The blue and white won't be
back in action until 6 p.m. on
March 25, where it will look to
get back on a good note against
Ohio State in Pittsburgh.

To email reporter: kla5610@psu.edu
To follow him on X: @keiraalbert_

By Maggie Hardy
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Six Penn State skaters
were honored with Big Ten
postseason
accolades

HOCi on Wednes-

day. Gavin
McKenna led the way,
being awarded Big Ten
Freshman of the Year
after posting a conference-lead-
ing 51 points.

The top 2026 NHL draft pros-
pect also earned the title of Big
Ten Scoring Champion, tally-
ing 11 goals and 27 assists in
24 conference games.

The forward’s 38 points
are the second-most ever
by a conference scoring

champion, only behind longtime
NHL forwards Kyle Connor and
Cole Caufield, who each put
up 43 points in their respective
seasons.

Both of McKenna’s accolades
made program history, as the
first Nittany Lion to be named
the top freshman or to earn the
conference scoring title.

Both McKenna being
the lone unanimous rookie
selection — and defenseman
Jackson Smith also earned spots
on both the All-Big Ten Second
Team and All-Freshman Team.

SKATERS EARN POSTSEASON ACCOLADES

Smith leads all conference
blueliners with 11 goals and
15 assists, helping to earn the
blue and white’s single-season
defenseman goal record earlier
this year.

Joining their classmates in
the awards, junior forwards
Aiden Fink and Matt DiMarsico,
alongside freshman goalten-
der Josh Fleming and alternate
captain Jarod Crespo, were
named as All-Big Ten Honorable
Mentions. Crespo was also
awarded Penn State’s Big Ten
Sportsmanship Award recipient
to round out the honors.

To email reporter: mah7305@psu.edu
To follow him on X: @MaggieHardy22



Pace B6 | Frinay, March 20, 2026

WOMEN'S HOCKEY

THe DaiLy CoLLEGIAN

Frozen in history

By Dominic Megats
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

Head coach Jeff Kampersal,
joined alongside Maddy Christian
and Kendall Butze, entered a full
media room for an uncommon
weekday conference on Monday.

Although out of the ordinary,
the meeting is historic as Penn
State prepares to make its first
appearance in the Frozen Four.
In addition to playing in it, the
Nittany Lions are set to host the
rest of the final rounds of the
tournament for only the second
time.

To reach this monumental
achievement, it had to be a goal
worked towards throughout the
years.

“I think (ending the season at
home) has been in the back of our
minds since freshman year,” Ken-
dall Butze said. “We’ve known
we’re going to host the 2026 Fro-
zen Four for quite some time now.
So, I think trying to get the pro-
gram to a position where we can
actually make that a realistic goal
for ourselves is something that
we’ve been talking about for a few
years now.”

For Butze and the rest of the
senior class, the focus is now
turned to finishing this long-term
achievement before leaving Penn
State.

With eight total players reach-
ing the end of their collegiate ca-
reers, an idea of “finality” grows
as they head into their practices
for the week.

“It could almost be like a start-
ing pitcher in baseball, where
next year’s team will be a brand
new team,” Kampersal said. “We
lose over a third of our players.
Randomly, last Monday’s prac-
tice never felt like ‘oh my gosh,
this could be our last Monday
practice’ and this week there is
finality to it.”

Before Kampersal filled the
role of head coach for Penn State,
the program had accomplished
only one winning season. Since
then, the reputation has grown
over the years, culminating in
this historic season.

However, Kampersal gives all
the credit to his players and be-
lieves the steady upward trend
the program is on is due to the
efforts of his players.

“These women are dedicated.
Dedicated in the weight room and
dedicated on the ice,” Kampersal
said. “When we got here, there
was maybe one player on open
ice. Now, players ask the coaches
to go out and skate on their own,
and that’s just a huge difference.
There’s way more coaching and
way more involvement in those
first years. Now, we guide, but do
little. The players do all the work,
they let us know when they’re
tired and they let us know when
we need to push them harder.”

With adding history to an
already historic season, con-
sistent awareness around the
team grows, filling more seats at
Pegula Ice Arena than normal.

A heightened significance and

importance weigh on the shoul-
ders of the Nittany Lions as they
look to win the first national cham-
pionship in Penn State hockey
history. Additionally, the thought
of winning in front of their home
crowd adds to the motivation.

However, Kampersal gives all
the credit to his players and be-
lieves the steady upward trend
the program is on is due to the
efforts of his players.

“These women are dedicated.
Dedicated in the weight room and
dedicated on the ice,” Kampersal
said. “When we got here, there
was maybe one player on open
ice. Now, players ask the coaches
to go out and skate on their own,
and that’s just a huge difference.
There’s way more coaching and
way more involvement in those
first years. Now, we guide, but do
little. The players do all the work,
they let us know when they’re
tired and they let us know when
we need to push them harder.”

With adding history to an
already historic season, con-
sistent awareness around the
team grows, filling more seats at
Pegula Ice Arena than normal.

A heightened significance and
importance weigh on the shoul-
ders of the Nittany Lions as they
look to win the first national cham-
pionship in Penn State hockey
history. Additionally, the thought
of winning in front of their home
crowd adds to the motivation.

To email reporter: djm7646@psu.edu
Follow him on X @dom_megats?
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The team raises the trophy in the air after the 2026 AHA Women'’s Championship Game between Penn State
women’s hockey and Mercyhurst in Pegula on Saturday, March 7, 2026 in University Park, Pa.

SCOUTING THE BADGERS

By Andrew Mercer
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

History is in the making in
Hockey Valley.

Following a 3-0 victory over No.
6 Connecticut in the University
Park Regional Final on Saturday
afternoon, No. 3 Penn State is set
to make its debut in the NCAA
Women’s Frozen Four against the
defending national champions,
No. 2 Wisconsin, at Pegula Ice
Arena at 7:30 p.m. on Friday.

Tale of the tape

The Nittany Lions enter their
first Frozen Four as the four-time
AHA Tournament Champions,
taking down No. 12 Mercyhurst,
3-2, in the AHA Championship
game held at Pegula Ice Arena.
With a 33-5 overall record, the
blue and white earned the right
to host the Huskies and No. 9
Princeton for one of the four
regionals.

Meanwhile, the Badgers — al-
though holding the No. 1 ranking
for the majority of the regular
season — lost the spot to confer-
ence-rival Ohio State when the
Buckeyes claimed a 2-1 victory in
the WCHA Final FaceOff.

Wisconsin played in the previ-
ous three national championship
games, each time facing Ohio
State, and won two of the three
contests.

Wisconsin has a similar record
to Penn State, currently 33-4-2.
The Badgers, however, maintain
a strong, 9-1 nonconference re-
cord. Wisconsin defeated No. 7
Quinnipiac, 6-0, in the Madison
Regional Final game to move on
to its fourth-consecutive Frozen
Four.

Olympic gold medalists

Wisconsin sent five current
players to the Olympic Games,
four of whom took home the gold
medal for Team USA alongside
Tessa Janecke. The Nittany Li-
ons sent three players to the 2026
Milano-Cortina Olympic Games:
Janecke, Team Sweden’s Nicole
Hall and Team Italy’s Matilde
Fantin.

Janecke and her Olympic team-
mate Caroline Harvey are two of
the top-three finalists for the 2026
Patty Kazmaier Memorial Award
for the nation’s top player.

Harvey has tallied 62 points
for the Badgers, split between 18
goals and 44 assists, sitting only
behind Lacey Eden — who didn’t
travel overseas — who’s accumu-
lated 72 points. Janecke, Penn
State’s top offensive producer,
scored 24 goals and added 22
assists for 46 points this season.

Fellow skating Olympians,
Team USA’s Kirsten Simms, Lai-
la Edwards and Team Czechia’s
Adela Sapovalivova rank in
the top-seven point producers.
Simms sits in third with 56 points
while Edwards and Sapovalivova
have tallied 42 and 32 points,
respectively.

Wisconsin’s starting goalten-
der, Ava McNaughton, filled Team
USA’s third-string role.

McNaughton and Penn State’s
Katie DeSa are tied for first in
the nation, each with a 1.27 goals-
against average, while McNaugh-
ton holds a slight edge in save
percentage with a .941 compared
to DeSa’s .939. However, DeSa
leads the nation

with 12 shutouts in 30 games,
while McNaughton put up eight
shutouts in 30 games.

Underdogs take on blue

bloods

Penn State has a short history
in the national tournament, pre-
viously falling in the Regional
Semifinals for the past three sea-
sons. This season, with a mature
senior class featuring Janecke,
the Nittany Lions won their first
NCAA Tournament game to ad-
vance to their first Frozen Four
appearance.

The blue and white have only
faced a single team from the
WCHA this year: Ohio State.
Inside the OSU Ice Rink in Co-
lumbus, Ohio, the Nittany Lions
struggled to find their stride and
were swept, 5-1in Game 1 and 4-1
in Game 2, respectively.

While Penn State’s new stan-
dard became winning AHA
Championships, the national
success is a recent occurrence.
On the other hand, with eight na-
tional championships, Wisconsin
is the winningest program in col-
legiate women’s hockey history.

The Badgers have a history
of the world’s top talent, dating
back to the 2005-06 season when
Wisconsin won its first national
championship. The pool of tal-
ented alumni includes count-
less professionals such as Hilary
Knight, who helped the Badgers
take home the 2011 National
Championship in Erie, Pennsyl-
vania.

Penn State’s seeking to be-
come a “blue blood” program,
among the likes of Wisconsin,
Minnesota and Ohio State, with
a senior class that redefined the
team’s standard.

To email reporter: asm6548@psu.edu
Follow him on X @amerc0115
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Forward Tessa Janecke (15) points her finger in the air during the 2026

AHA Women’s Championship Game.

Kampersal, players
talk Frozen Four

By Andrew Mercer
THE DAILY COLLEGIAN

No. 3 Penn State women’s
hockey’s 2025-26 season contin-
ues to make history. After host-
ing an outdoor game at Beaver
Stadium, winning a fourth-con-
secutive AHA Championship and
hosting its first-ever NCAA Re-
gional, the Nittany Lions defeat-
ed No. 6 UConn, 3-0, to advance
to a program-first Frozen Four
appearance.

The blue and white — the hosts
of the 2026 Women’s Frozen Four
— are set to face No. 2 Wisconsin
at Pegula Ice Arena on Friday at
7:30 p.m.

Ahead of the biggest game in
Penn State women’s hockey his-
tory thus far, coach Jeff Kam-
persal, forward Maddy Christian
and defenseman Kendall Butze
took to the podium to discuss
the implications of the upcoming
weekend.

Frozen Four

Penn State is the lone program
to make its debut in this year’s
Frozen Four, with Wisconsin,
Ohio State and Northeastern all
having played in multiple in the
past. The Badgers and the Buck-
eyes have gone all the way to the
national championship game to-
gether for the past three years,
with Wisconsin winning in 2023
and 2025 while Ohio State won in
2024.

This is the second time Pegula
Ice Arena has hosted the Frozen
Four, having previously hosted it
in 2022.

“(Hosting has) been in the back
of our heads since freshman year,
to be completely honest,” Butze
said. “We’ve known we were go-
ing to host the 2026 Frozen Four
for quite some time now. Trying
to get the program to a position
where we can actually make
that a realistic goal for ourselves
was something that we’ve been
talking about for a few years
now.”

With a graduating class of six
seniors and two graduate stu-
dents, the Nittany Lions’ post-
season success began with the
freshman season for the Class of
2026. The senior class propelled
Penn State into the limelight
with conference success and four
consecutive national tournament

appearances.
Now — with Penn State’s core
being mature — Kampersal’s

squad found national tournament
success as well, winning its first
national tournament game in
program history.

“Coming in, freshman year,
freshman summer, and we all
were just best friends,” Christian
said. “Instantly. We all clicked.
We all connected. Everybody is
a different human at different
times, but we also are different
hockey players and I think that’s
what makes us so good, because
we appreciate one another so
much. We’ve gone through this
together.”

Team culture

When asked about the biggest
achievements this season, Chris-
tian noted that the “culture”
actively aided the on-ice success.

“The women in our locker room
are really loud,” Kampersal said.
“They get along with each other.
And it’s, it’s the loudest team
that I’'ve ever coached, and that’s
been a long time. They’re helpful,
academically, socially, whatever
it is on the ice, they’re there for
one another. That connectivity
matters when we hit the ice, too.”

Team chemistry is important.
Whether it be on-ice passing or
off-ice relationships, that connec-
tion is what breeds teamwork.
Butze added her experience
with the team’s on and off-ice
relationship.

“I know that we put a lot of work
in,” Butze said. We meet weekly
as a team. We really enjoy each
other’s company. We hang out off
the ice so much, which isn’t dif-
ferent from previous years, but
it’s just something that’s built the
connection between upperclass-
men, freshmen and sophomores,
which I think is really important.”

The current home indoor at-
tendance record was set on Oct. 6,
2018, with a crowd of 1,804, when
Penn State faced Merrimack.
Recently, the Nittany Lions drew
a crowd of 1,615 for the regional
final game against UConn.

“It’s really special to be able to
host the AHA Tournament, NCAA
Regionals and the Frozen Four,”
Butze said. “We love playing in
front of the Roar Zone, in front
of Hockey Valley. Having that
support and just knowing we’re
gonna go out and we’re gonna do
everything we can for our fans
and for each other has just made
it a lot easier.”

Community support

It’s no secret that Penn State
doesn’t draw the same crowds
that the other programs get. The
program record for attendance
was set at Beaver Stadium with
1,838 spectators. However, with
the Frozen Four coming to Hock-
ey Valley, the Pegula Ice Arena is
primed to host an electric crowd
for the top four teams in the
country.

“We have a really dynamite
team, and still struggle to fill Pe-
gula,” Kampersal said. “People
go to a women’s volleyball game
— deservedly so; they’re amaz-
ing athletes — and they fill up
5,000 fans and then maybe (the
men’s volleyball team) doesn’t
get as much. So I'm not sure why
there’s a differential, but hope-
fully on Friday, Hockey Valley will
show up and support because
they deserve it.”

To email reporter: asm6548@psu.edu
Follow him on X @amerc0115
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Forward Maddy Christian (26) defends during the 2026 AHA Women’s
Championship Game.
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