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Fig}re 1. Cent}r� To�er on the Uni�ersit� of Florida Camp}s.
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Introd}ction
 
 An a�id college athletics fan toda� 
might look at the �orld of �omen’s 
g�mnastics and see stars making 
millions of dollars in Name, Image, and 
Likeness (NIL) and gaining more and 
more pop}larit�. Ho�e�er, it �as not 
al�a�s this �a�, especiall� �ithin the 
Uni�ersit� of Florida’s g�mnastics 
program. Seeing the three NCAA 
National Championships and kno�ing 
the ho}sehold names oÒ Trinit� #omas 
or Leanne Wong among the Florida 
Faithf}l, one �o}ld think that the 
Uni�ersit� of Florida g�mnastics has 
long been a po�erho}se. Ho�e�er, in 
comparison to the }ni�ersit�’s more 
established football and basketball 
programs, g�mnastics has onl� recentl� 
achie�ed the s}ccess that it enjo�s 
toda�. So �here did this rise to 
dominance begin?
 

Where It All Began

#e Uni�ersit� of Florida did not ha�e a 
�arsit� g�mnastics team }ntil the �ear 
of 1973. Before then, the UF G�mnastics 
Cl}b �as �astl� }nderf}nded and 
therefore }nderappreciated. Linda 
Bittner, the head coach of the 
g�mnastics cl}b in 1972, made it kno�n 
that she �anted to p}t together a 
strong team b}t “there [�ere] se�eral 
problems.”¹

One of the main problems �as that 
�omen �ere s}bjected to odd practice 
ho}rs to accommodate the male athletic 
teams, since the �omen did not ha�e 
facilities of their o�n.² Compared to 
programs in the North and West, UF had 
little to o%er top high school g�mnasts 
looking to compete at a high le�el. 
Despite the man� shortcomings �ithin 
the g�mnastics program at UF, 
g�mnastics as a sport �as gro�ing in 
pop}larit�. Tele�ised Ol�mpic 
competitions greatl� contrib}ted to its 
rise, allo�ing people across the United 
States to �atch g�mnasts do their beam 
ro}tine from their li�ing rooms.³ 

Ho�e�er, there �as hope for the UF 
program, �ith the passage oÒ Title IX in 
Congress in 1972. #is section of the 
federal act reÑ}ired UF “to make its 
men’s and �omen’s athletic programs 
more eÑ}al [in f}nding] than the� 
�ere.”⁴ #is �as m}ch needed �ithin the 
UF athletic department. As noted 
before, �omen’s athletics �ere �astl� 
}nderf}nded. In the 1973-74 Athletic 
Association b}dget, $24,329 o}t of the 
$3,592,334 allotted to athletics �ent to 
�omen.⁵ When di�ided amongst the fe� 
athletic programs for �omen that the 
Uni�ersit� had, the g�mnastics program 
got almost nothing, �hich follo�s along 
�ith the complaints that Coach Bittner 
made in 1972.
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Also in 1972, a proposal �ritten b� Dr. 
R}th Ale�ander, �ho �o}ld become 
the Coordinator oÒ Women’s Athletics 
at UF and pioneer for �omen’s athletics 
as a �hole, that �o}ld allo� the 
Uni�ersit� of Florida �omen’s athletics 
programs to compete at the �arsit� le�el 
in college athletics, �as passed b� the 
Fac}lt� Committee on Intercollegiate 
Athletics.⁶ S}rel�, this decision �as 
hea�il� in5}enced b� the passage oÒ 
Title IX and the gro�ing s}pport of 
�omen’s athletics in general.

#e First Team
 
#e 4rst UF �arsit� g�mnastics team 
�as far from the “Gator Standard”, the 
standard being national championships, 
that coaches and fans e�pect from the 

g�mnasts toda�. Ho�e�er, it �as 
mon}mental d}e to the fact that it �as 
one of the 4rst 4�e �arsit� �omen’s 
sports competing at the Uni�ersit� of 
Florida. #e other fo}r �arsit� sports 
along �ith g�mnastics �ere track, golf, 
s�imming, and tennis.⁷ E�en tho}gh the 
Uni�ersit� no� sponsored g�mnastics at 
a higher le�el, �omen �ere still }nable 
to compete in the National Collegiate 
Athletics Association (NCAA). Women’s 
athletics �as r}n thro}gh the 
Association of Intercollegiate Athletics 
for Women (AIAW).⁸ 
  
Starting o% on its ne� chapter, the 
program bro}ght in a ne� head coach, 
Sand� Phillips. Phillips �as an acti�el� 
competing g�mnast, ha�ing j}st 
competed on behalf of the United States

Fig}re 2. 1973 Women's G�mnastics Team posing for a team photo in Florida Field.3



at the Uni�ersit� World Games held in 
Mosco�. She competed as a college 
g�mnast at Florida State Uni�ersit� and 
completed her Master’s degree in health 
and ph�sical ed}cation at So}theastern 
Lo}isiana Uni�ersit�.⁹ #e format of the 
team �as also �er� informal. Selection of 
the team �as more like a �arsit� high 
school team rather than a �arsit� college 
team, d}ring the time. #e cl}b �o}ld 
hold tr�o}ts for �omen �ho �ere 
capable, �ith di%erent line}ps being 
tested d}ring the cl}b season �hich 
lasted thro}gh the �inter. #en the best 
�omen �o}ld be chosen to compete in 
the intercollegiate e�ents and nationals 
in the spring.¹⁰ E�en tho}gh the team 
did not �in a national title or SEC 
championship }nder Phillips’ coaching 
ten}re, j}st getting the program going 
�as an e�treme accomplishment.

Fig}re 4. Florida Head Coach Sand� 
Philips practicing her ro}tine on the 
balance beam; Head Coaches still 
acti�el� participating in g�mnastics 
competitions is �er� }ncommon toda�.

Fig}re 3. Professional Headshot of Head 
Coach Sand� Phillips in September of 
1975.
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“S}ccess: the achie�ement of something 
desired, planned, or attempted; one that is 
s}ccessf}l
 
S�non�m: Ernestine Wea�er”¹¹

Fig}re 5. Head Coach Ernestine Wea�er enco}raging her g�mnasts d}ring a meet 
bet�een Florida and Penn State in 1981.
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S}ccess as �e kno� it toda� �ithin the g�mnastics program began �hen the 
alread� proli4c head coach, Ernestine Wea�er, �as hired in 1979. She had alread� 
b}ilt Ñ}ite the impressi�e res}me. Wea�er �as the 4rst �omen’s g�mnast to 
represent Canada in the 1956 and 1960 Ol�mpic Games.¹² She then �ent and 
p}rs}ed a degree at Michigan State Uni�ersit� in 1960 and contin}ed at the 
school, coaching the g�mnastics cl}b team from 1965 to 1967.¹³ Follo�ing her 2 
seasons as the head coach of the MSU cl}b team, she �as hired b� a small college 
in Penns�l�ania, Clarion State. #ere, she �o}ld go on to bolster her rep}tation 
as a collegiate head coach, �inning t�o AIAW titles in her time there and 
coaching some of the best g�mnasts in the co}ntr�.¹⁴  
 
One of those g�mnasts �as the all-talented Ann Woods. Woods follo�ed Wea�er 
to Florida a3er an alread� s}ccessf}l stint at Clarion State. While at Clarion 
State, Woods �as named an AIAW All-American, recogni¦ing her as one of the 
top g�mnasts in the co}ntr�, and �as a top international contrib}tor for the 
United States g�mnastics team.¹⁵ Woods �o}ld go on to ha�e a �er� prospero}s 
career at UF earning the Broderick A�ard in 1982, the a�ard gi�en to the best 
intercollegiate g�mnast that �ear, and grad}ated �ith a scholarship gi�en to 
t�ent� athletes in the NCAA to p}rs}e a grad}ate degree. She contin}ed at the 
Uni�ersit� of Florida to earn her Master’s degree follo�ing her }ndergrad}ate 
�ears and time �ith the program.¹⁶
              

Fig}re 6. Professional headshot of Head Coach Ernestine 
Wea�er in 1979. (LEFT)
Fig}re 7. Star g�mnast Anne Woods in the midst of her 
beam ro}tine d}ring a meet in the 1980/1981 season. 
(ABOVE)
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Under the leadership of Coach Wea�er, Florida �as able to �in its 4rst AIAW 
Championship in program histor� d}ring the 1981-1982 season. Ann Woods �as 
a large contrib}tor to UF’s 4rst national title of an� sort �ithin the sport.¹⁷ #e 
follo�ing season, college g�mnastics and AIAW sports �o}ld be incorporated 
into the NCAA, incl}ding them in the same “b}bble” as the men’s athletic 
programs. To contin}e the s}ccess in an e�er more competiti�e sport, Wea�er 
had to get cle�er in promoting the program to f}t}re prospects, as man� of her 
former Clarion State g�mnasts began to grad}ate. Compensation of an� kind 
�as banned from college athletics d}ring this time.

Fig}re 8. Members of the 1980/1981 Uni�ersit� of Florida G�mnastics Team. Anne 
Woods is the 43h person from the le3.
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#e “Cold War” on the G�m Floor
 
To shine a light on Gaines�ille and UF’s g�mnastics program, }nder Coach 
Wea�er’s g}idance, the O’Connell Center pla�ed host to an international meet, 
tele�ised on ABC, bet�een the USA and the USSR in April of 1982.¹⁸ On top of 
being a phenomenal coach and marketer, Ernestine Wea�er �as also a Bre�et 
Ranking g�mnastics j}dge, the highest rank one co}ld achie�e in the g�mnastics 
j}dging �orld.¹⁹ She �o}ld act as one of the j}dges d}ring this competition. 
Man� �ere in agreement that the USSR, defending champs from the recent 
Ol�mpic Games, �o}ld dominate both the men’s and �omen’s programs and 
�ictor� for the So�iets �as almost certain.²⁰ Ho�e�er, d}ring this meet the men 
from the United States of America shockingl� �on. #is marked the 4rst time 
that the US had beaten the USSR in men’s g�mnastics.²¹ While the American 
�omen also p}t }p a �aliant e%ort, the� fell j}st short of beating the So�iet 
�omen.

Captain Jack
 
Another recr}iting asset that Coach Wea�er }sed to appeal to top g�mnasts �as 
the Uni�ersit�’s pri�ate airplane, Captain Jack, onl� to be }sed for st}dent 
athletes going to and from competitions. In fact, at this time the UF Athletic 
Association �as the onl� athletic association in the co}ntr� to o�n a pri�ate jet 
for the sole p}rpose of transporting st}dent athletes.²² In theor�, tra�el b� 
airplane allo�ed athletes to spend more time in the classroom and foc}sed on 
their st}dies, beca}se a3er all that is �hat college is reall� for, to get an 
ed}cation. 

Fig}re 10. US male g�mnast 
Mitch Ga�lord competing �ers}s 

the USSR in Gaines�ille, FL.

Fig}re 9. Ernestine Wea�er and the UF g�mnastics team 
posing in front of the pri�ate jet, Captain Jack.
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Lea�ing a Legac�
 
All good things e�ent}all� come to an end and the 1992 season �o}ld be 
Wea�er’s last at the helm. She �o}ld lea�e to follo� her h}sband �ho became 
the ne� Athletic Director at the Uni�ersit� of Ne�ada - Las Vegas.²³ B}t, to p}t 
into perspecti�e of ho� impactf}l Ernestine Wea�er �as not onl� on the Gator’s 
g�mnastics program b}t on the sport as a �hole: “she �o}ld ha�e the name 
recognition of the Bear Br�ants and Joe Paternos of the gridiron �orld”²⁴ and is 
the “�oman most accredited for t}rning the So}theastern Conference into the 
hotbed of g�mnastics.”²⁵ For conte�t, Bear Br�ant and Joe Paterno are some of 
the �inningest and most in5}ential head coaches in college football of all time 
�ith their respecti�e programs at the Uni�ersit� of Alabama and Penn State 
Uni�ersit�. D}ring her time �ith the Uni�ersit� of Florida she �o}ld go on to 
�in one AIAW championship, coach man� g�mnasts to indi�id}al national 
championships, and �in 4�e SEC titles.²⁶ SEC g�mnastics title competitions 
began in the �ear 1981 �ith Wea�er leading the Gators to �in fo}r of the 4rst 
4�e SEC championships e�er held. To ackno�ledge the greatness that �as 
Ernestine Wea�er, the UF g�mnastics program began a�arding “the most 
entertaining performer at e�er� meet”²⁷ �ith the Ernestine Wea�er a�ard d}ring 
the program's 25th Anni�ersar� Season.

.

Fig}re 11. Members of the 1973 SEC Champion UF G�mnastics Team hoisting the SEC 
troph�.9



#e Markell Era
 
Follo�ing Coach Wea�er’s depart}re 
from the program, Florida looked to 
bring in another talented coach that 
co}ld keep the program going right 
�here the pre�io}s coaching sta% le3 
o%. #e� �o}ld bring in the splash hire 
of J}di Markell, formerl� kno�n as J}di 
Markell A�ener, from the j}6erna}t 
program at Penn State Uni�ersit�. Her 
man� accolades d}ring her 18-�ear head 
coaching stint �ith the Nittan� Lions 
incl}de t�o AIAW National 
Championship titles, 1992 Coach of the 
Year, and mentoring man� pla�ers to 
�in indi�id}al titles.²⁸ She �o}ld go on 
to coach for the Lad� Gators for 10 
�ears, resigning a3er that 10th season.²⁹ 
While she p}shed to contin}e Ernestine 
Wea�er’s s}ccess �ith the program, she 
al�a�s seemed to fall j}st short of 
�inning the highl� so}ght-a3er NCAA 
National Championship Title. 

#e Faehn Era
 
    A3er Coach Markell’s s}dden 
resignation from the program, the ne�t 
Head Coach �as Rhonda Faehn in 2002. 
Prior to her time at the Uni�ersit� of 
Florida, she �as a member of the 1988 
US Ol�mpic team, an All-American 
g�mnast at the Uni�ersit� of California, 
Los Angeles (UCLA), 

 �here she grad}ated in 1994 �ith a 
degree in histor�, and then an Assistant 
Coach at the Uni�ersit� of Nebraska.³⁰ 
 
Faehn �o}ld be the coach to bring 
national titles back to the Uni�ersit� of 
Florida, something that had long been 
absent from the program since the earl� 
da�s of Coach Wea�er. She �o}ld lead 
the program to n}mber one in 2013, 
2014, and 2015 in �hat some �o}ld call 
a “three-peat.” Ho�e�er, shortl� a3er 
�inning the title in 2015, Faehn �o}ld 
resign to take a position �ith US 
G�mnastics. D}ring her ten}re at UF, 
she �o}ld also go on to �in fo}r SEC 
titles and solidif� the Uni�ersit� of 
Florida as one of the best college 
g�mnastics programs in the 21st 
Cent}r�.³¹
 
In the midst of the 3 National Titles, 
Florida �as dra�ing e�es from some of 
the top g�mnasts in the co}ntr� �ho 
�anted to ha�e their shot to �in it all. 
One of these g�mnasts �as the 
e�tremel� talented Megan Ska6s.

 .
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Megan Skaggs: From G�mnast to NIL Manager

Like man� aspiring g�mnasts, Megan started in the g�m �hen she �as onl� fo}r 
�ears old a3er �atching CirÑ}e d} Soleil. She �as in a�e and �anted to do 
something similar �hen she gre� }p, and g�mnastics �as the ans�er. Unlike 
man� sports, g�mnastics is something that �o} ha�e to commit to at a �er� 
�o}ng age if �o} �ant to be one of the best. In fact, college recr}iters look to 
begin recr}iting prospects �hen the� are onl� in 6th grade beca}se m}ch of the 
skills �o} possess at that age are almost “god-gi�en” and can onl� be coached }p 
from there. College coaches can tell if �o} possess the skills and potential needed 
to be s}ccessf}l earlier on than most other sports.³²
 
Ho�e�er, d}e to the intense sched}les that man� �o}ng g�mnasts face, most, 
like Megan, complete high school online, from home, so that the� can ha�e the 
5e�ibilit� to be in the g�m as m}ch as possible. #is ma� so}nd intimidating 
beca}se high school is an integral part of gro�ing }p, b}t for people like Megan, 
�ho are so committed to g�mnastics, this �as j}st something that the� had to be 
oka� �ith.³³ Being online also gi�es �o}ng g�mnasts more time to think abo}t 
�here the� �ill take their talents to at the ne�t le�el. For most, college 
g�mnastics is the end of their career doing beam ro}tines and handsprings o% of 
the �a}lt.

Fig}re 12. Megan Ska6s a3er 4nishing her bar ro}tine in the 2022 Women's NCAA G�mnastics 
Championship.
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Wh� Florida?
 
Megan, a nati�e of the state of Georgia, al�a�s kne� she �anted to sta� in the 
SEC for g�mnastics. #e conference had and still has some of the top 
programs in the co}ntr� as �ell as the conference being close to home for her. 
O}t of Georgia, Alabama, and Florida, Megan decided to go �ith Florida for a 
fe� reasons �hen all �as said and done. First and foremost �as that the 
Ñ}alit� of ed}cation that Florida o%ered �as s}bstantiall� better than �hat 
the other schools she �as looking at had.³⁴ Ed}cation is a h}ge point of 
emphasis that �o} �ill 4nd being ad�ertised to �o} if �o} take a glance 
thro}gh man� of the UF g�mnastics media g}ides from o�er the �ears. UF 
o%ers the Ha�kins Center, a state-of-the-art facilit� that s}pports athletes 
academicall� and d}ring o}r inter�ie�, Megan almost made it so}nd 
impossible to fail if athletes take ad�antage of it. Especiall� for g�mnasts, 
academics is a �er� important aspect of their college e�perience beca}se there 
reall� isn’t another step for them athletics-�ise. For e�ample, football has the 
NFL and �omen’s basketball has the WNBA, etc. B}t, o}tside of a fe� like 
Trinit� #omas or Ol�mpic Gold Medalist S}ni Lee, college g�mnastics is the 
end of the road. So being a s}ccessf}l st}dent is something that is needed for 
g�mnasts to s}cceed for the ne�t fort�-pl}s �ears of their li�es o}tside of the 
g�m and in the �orkforce.
 
Another factor that dre� her to �ant to be a Gator is the s}pport that the 
g�mnastics program recei�es from the fans.³⁵ With high attendance and high 
energ� in the O’Connell Center d}ring e�er� home meet, high school 
g�mnasts see that and �ant to be a part of it. In fact, �hen Coach Markell �as 
hired to be head coach she �as asked �hat made Florida stand o}t to high 
school recr}its. Her 4rst point �as abo}t the fans and cro�d si¦es sa�ing: “#e 
fan s}pport is an asset beca}se [the recr}its] are a�are of the cro�ds and the 
le�el of appreciation. Recr}its are attracted beca}se the� �ant to perform in 
front of 5,000 people, to hear the cheers.”³⁶ #is large s}pport from Gator 
nation also allo�s g�mnasts to b}ild their brand, especiall� no� in the era of 
NIL �hen the� can be compensated for ha�ing a bi6er follo�ing.
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Fig}re 13. Top three 2022 NCAA All-
Aro}nd National Champions �a�e to 
the cro�d in Fort Worth, Te�as. S}ni 
Lee placed second, Trinit� #omas 
placed 4rst, and Megan Ska6s placed 
third. (pict}red from le3 to right)

Fig}re 14. Megan Ska6s obser�ing a st}dio 
inter�ie� of UF g�mnast Rile� McC}sker 
(seated in the chair) �ith Florida Victorio}s.

Fig}re 15. Megan Ska6s 
obser�ing a st}dio 
inter�ie� of UF 
g�mnasts Rile� 
McC}sker and Victoria 
Ng}�en �ith Florida 
Victorio}s.
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Name, Image, and Likeness
 
In the Vision of Athletics section in the 1998 Media G}ide, it states that one of 
the goals of the athletics program, and s}bseÑ}entl�, the athletes that compete 
}nder it, is to “enhance the �al}e of the Uni�ersit� of Florida.”³⁷ #ese athletes 
�o}ld not reap an� of the bene4ts that their s}ccess and image bro}ght to 
said enhancement of the Uni�ersit�, �hile the Uni�ersit� bro}ght in h}ndreds 
of millions of dollars o% of j}st that. So, in 2021 the NCAA began to allo� 
st}dents to earn compensation from their name, image, and likeness follo�ing 
the US S}preme Co}rt r}ling in NCAA v Alston that claimed not allo�ing 
st}dents to earn compensation from NIL �iolated section 1 of the Sherman 
Act.³⁸ #is opened the door for a �er� ne� and }nreg}lated s�stem in not onl� 
college g�mnastics, b}t college athletics as a �hole.
 
 Megan is no� the G�mnastics NIL Strateg� Manager �ith Florida Victorio}s, 
the NIL collecti�e at the Uni�ersit� of Florida. She joined the collecti�e in 
2024 a3er 4�e �ears of competing as a g�mnast and grad}ating from UF �ith 
her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees.³⁹ Megan assists �ith the de�elopment of 
athletes so that the� are better eÑ}ipped to seek o}t NIL deals, as �ell as being 
�er� kno�ledgeable on the s}bject of Name, Image, and Likeness 
compensation. G�mnastics, �hile it is leading among �omen's athletics for 
total re�en}e, is not treated the same as the Uni�ersit� of Florida's football or 
men’s basketball programs are. A majorit� of al}mni and NIL deals are sent 
those programs’ �a�. B}t some g�mnasts ha�e taken ad�antage of this NIL like 
the Gator’s o�n Leanne Wong. She la}nched her b}siness, Leanne Wong 
Bowtique, in 2021 shortl� a3er athletes �ere able to create NIL deals for 
themsel�es. #ro}gh her s}ccess on meet da�s and her abilit� to market her 
prod}ct o�er social media, her b}siness has become Ñ}ite s}ccessf}l. Social 
media pla�s a h}ge part in toda�’s societ� and man� g�mnasts capitali¦e o% of 
this to market themsel�es and their deals, like Leanne.⁴⁰
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    Ho�e�er, like man� ne� things, there are positi�es and negati�es to this 
ne� era of NIL. Megan belie�es that NIL is here to sta� so dealing �ith these 
iss}es is something that needs to be done to maintain the academic athletic 
balance. As noted, c}rrentl�, NIL does still impact football and basketball 
pla�ers more than college g�mnasts so these g�mnasts are kind of barred from 
some of the more e�treme negati�es. When asked if academic integrit� has 
gone do�n �ithin the g�mnastics team d}e to NIL, Megan responded b� 
noting that most g�mnasts choose to go to college to prepare for life �hen 
college and g�mnastics are o�er, so contin}ing to ha�e high academic integrit� 
is almost not a choice for most. #e program still �al}es an athlete's athletic 
abilities as �ell as �hether the� �ill be a good 4t �ith the coaching sta% and 
other g�mnasts �hen recr}iting g�mnasts. B}t in this ne� �orld, an athlete's       
NIL �al}e is considered once the� are a part of the team in a "Ñ}id pro Ñ}o" 
lens.⁴¹

For�ard
 
    Megan competed and is no� helping to manage NIL }nder the same head 
coach, Jenn� Ro�land. Coach Ro�land �as hired in 2018 follo�ing the 
depart}re of three-time national champion Rhonda Faehn.⁴² She �as also the 
head coach d}ring 2021 �hen being compensated �ith NIL deals became legal, 
ha�ing to make the shi3 from traditional recr}iting practices from those }sed 
d}ring the time of Ernestine Wea�er and Rhonda Faehn into a model that is 
still changing e�er� da�. She also has the b}rden of carr�ing on the legac� of 
�inning that so man� Gators are }sed to, still 4ghting for her 4rst National 
Title at the Uni�ersit�. She has bro}ght Florida to the top of the SEC fo}r 
times, �ith the SEC Title in 2022 being Megan’s fa�orite moment d}ring her 
time as a g�mnast.⁴³ No one kno�s reall� �here college g�mnastics �ill be in 
4�e �ears, b}t one thing is for certain: the Uni�ersit� of Florida has cemented 
itself as one of the po�erho}ses of college g�mnastics.
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Fig}re 16. 2015 NCAA Women's G�mnastics National Champions: the Florida Gators.
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