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Figure 1. Century Tower on the University of Florida Campus.




Introductlon One of the main problems was that
women were subjected to odd practice

An avid college athletics fan today hours to accommodate the male athletic
might look at the world of women'’s teams, since the women did not have
gymnastics and see stars making facilities of their own.? Compared to

millions of dollars in Name, Image, and  programs in the North and West, UF had
Likeness (NIL) and gaining more and lictle to offer top high school gymnasts

more popularity. However, it was not looking to compete at a high level.
always this way, especially within the Despite the many shortcomings within
University of Florida’s gymnastics the gymnastics program at UF,
program. Seeing the three NCAA gymnastics as a sport was growing in

National Championships and knowing  popularity. Televised Olympic
the household names of Trinity Thomas competitions greatly contributed to its

or Leanne Wong among the Florida rise, allowing people across the United
Faithful, one would think that the States to watch gymmnasts do their beam
University of Florida gymnastics has routine from their liVing rooms.’
long been a powerhouse. However, in
comparison to the university’s more However, there was hope for the UF
established football and basketball program, with the passage of Title IX in
programs, gymnastics has only recently Congress in 1972. This section of the
achieved the success that it enjoys federal act required UF “to make its
today. So where did this rise to men’s and women’s athletic programs
dominance begin? more equal [in funding] than they
were.”* This was much needed within the
Where It All Begm UF athletic department. As noted

before, women’s athletics were vastly

The University of Florida did not have a underfunded. In the 197374 Athletic

Varsity gymnastics team until the year Association budget, $24,329 out of the

of 1973. Before then, the UF Gymnastics $3,592,334 allotted to athletics went to

women.” When divided amongst the few

Club was vastly underfunded and )
therefore underappreciated. Linda athletic programs for women that the
Bittner, the head coach of the

gymnastics club in 1972, made it known

University had, the gymnastics program
got almost nothing, which follows along

that she wanted to put to . ether a with the complaints that Coach Bittner

strong team but “there [were| several made in 1972.
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problems.



Also in 1972, a proposal written by Dr.
Ruth Alexander, who would become
the Coordinator of Women’s Athletics
at UF and pioneer for women’s athletics
as a whole, that would allow the
University of Florida women’s athletics
programs to compete at the varsity level
in college athletics, was passed by the
Faculty Committee on Intercollegiate
Athletics.® Surely, this decision was
heavily influenced by the passage of
Title IX and the growing support of
women’s athletics in general.

The First Team

The first UF varsity gymnastics team
was far from the “Gator Standard”, the
standard being national championships,
that coaches and fans expect from the

" e N -
45
oF lh &
- n
2 _tN i - -r

gymnasts today. However, it was
monumental due to the fact that it was
one of the first five varsity women'’s
sports competing at the University of
Florida. The other four varsity sports
along with gymnastics were track, golf,
swimming, and tennis.” Even though the
University now sponsored gymnastics at
a higher level, women were still unable
to compete in the National Collegiate
Athletics Association (NCAA). Women'’s
athletics was run through the

Association of Intercollegiate Athletics
for Women (AIAW).2

Starting off on its new chapter, the
program brought in a new head coach,
Sandy Phillips. Phillips was an actively
competing gymnast, having just
competed on behalf of the United States

Figure 2. 1973 Women's Gymnastics Team posing for a team photo in Florida Field.



at the University World Games held in
Moscow. She competed as a college
gymnast at Florida State University and
completed her Master’s degree in health
and physical education at Southeastern
Louisiana University.9 The format of the
team was also very informal. Selection of
the team was more like a varsity high
school team rather than a varsity college
team, during the time. The club would
hold tryouts for women who were
capable, with different lineups being
tested during the club season which
lasted through the winter. Then the best
women would be chosen to compete in
the intercollegiate events and nationals
in the spring.'® Even though the team
did not win a national title or SEC
ehampionship under Phillips’ coaehing
tenure, just getting the program going
was an extreme accomplishment.

Figure 3. Professional Headshot of Head
Coach Sandy Phillips in September of

1975-

Figure 4. Florida Head Coach Sandy
Philips practicing her routine on the
balance beam; Head Coaches still
actively participating in gymmnastics
competitions is very uncommon today.



“Success: the achievement of something_
desired, planned, or attempted; one that is

successful

Synonym: Ernestine Weaver™!'

Figure 5. Head Coach Ernestine Weaver encouraging her gymnasts during a meet
between Florida and Penn State in 1981.



Figure 6. Professional headshot of Head Coach Ernestine
Weaver in 1979. (LEFT)
Figure 7. Star gymnast Anne Woods in the midst of her

beam routine during a meet in the 1980/1981 season.

(ABOVE)

Success as we know it today within the gymnastics program began when the
already proliﬁc head coach, Ernestine Weaver, was hired in 1979. She had already
built quite the impressive resume. Weaver was the first women’s gymnast to
represent Canada in the 1956 and 1960 Olympic Games."* She then went and
pursued a degree at Michigan State University in 1960 and continued at the
school, coaching the gymnastics club team from 1965 to 1967."° Following her 2
seasons as the head coach of the MSU club team, she was hired by a small college
in Pennsylvania, Clarion State. There, she would go on to bolster her reputation
as a collegiate head coach, winning two AIAW titles in her time there and
coaching some of the best gymnasts in the country."

One of those gymnasts was the all-talented Ann Woods. Woods followed Weaver
to Florida after an already successful stint at Clarion State. While at Clarion
State, Woods was named an AIAW All-American, recognizing her as one of the
top gymnasts in the country, and was a top international contributor for the
United States gymnastics team."” Woods would go on to have a very prosperous
career at UF earning the Broderick Award in 1982, the award given to the best
intercollegiate gymmnast that year, and graduated with a scholarship given to
twenty athletes in the NCAA to pursue a graduate degree. She continued at the
University of Florida to earn her Master’s degree following her undergraduate
years and time with the program.’®



Under the leadership of Coach Weaver, Florida was able to win its firsc AIAW
Championship in program history during the 1981-1982 season. Ann Woods was
a large contributor to UF’s first national title of any sort within the sport.’”” The
following season, college gymnastics and AIAW sports would be incorporated
into the NCAA, including them in the same “bubble” as the men’s achletic
programs. To continue the success in an ever more competitive sport, Weaver
had to get clever in promoting the program to future prospects, as many of her
former Clarion State gymnasts began to graduate. Compensation of any kind
was banned from college athletics during this time.

Figure 8. Members of the 1980/1981 University of Florida Gymnastics Team. Anne
Woods is the fifth person from the left.



The “Cold War” on the Gym F loor

To shine a light on Gainesville and UF’s gymnastics program, under Coach
Weaver’s guidance, the O’Connell Center played host to an international meet,
televised on ABC, between the USA and the USSR in April of 1982."° On top of
being a phenomenal coach and marketer, Ernestine Weaver was also a Brevet
Ranking gymnastics judge, the highest rank one could achieve in the gymnastics
judging world."”” She would act as one of the judges during this competition.
Many were in agreement that the USSR, defending champs from the recent
Olympic Games, would dominate both the men’s and women’s programs and
victory for the Soviets was almost certain.?’ However, during this meet the men
from the United States of America shockingly won. This marked the first time
that the US had beaten the USSR in men’s gymnastics.”’ While the American
women also put up a valiant effort, they fell just short of beating the Soviet

women.

Figure 9. Ernestine Weaver and the UF gymnastics team Figure ro. US male gymnast
posing in front of the private jet, Captain Jack. Mitch Gaylord competing versus

Captain Jack the USSR in Gainesville, FL.

Another recruiting asset that Coach Weaver used to appeal to top gymnasts was
the University’s private airplane, Captain ]ack, only to be used for student
athletes going to and from competitions. In fact, at this time the UF Achletic
Association was the only athletic association in the country to own a private jet
for the sole purpose of transporting student athletes.?* In theory, travel by
airplane allowed athletes to spend more time in the classroom and focused on
their studies, because after all that is what college is really for, to get an

education.



Leaving a Legacy,

All good things eventually come to an end and the 1992 season would be
Weaver’s last at the helm. She would leave to follow her husband who became
the new Athletic Director at the University of Nevada - Las Vegas.“ But, to put
into perspective of how impactful Ernestine Weaver was not only on the Gator’s
gymnastics program but on the sport as a whole: “she would have the name
recognition of the Bear Bryants and Joe Paternos of the gridiron world”** and is
the “woman most accredited for turning the Southeastern Conference into the
hotbed of gymnastics.”** For context, Bear Bryant and Joe Paterno are some of
the winningest and most influential head coaches in college football of all time
with their respective programs at the University of Alabama and Penn State
University. During her time with the University of Florida she would go on to
win one AIAW championship, coach many gymnasts to individual national
championships, and win five SEC titles.”* SEC gymnastics title competitions
began in the year 1981 with Weaver leading the Gators to win four of the first
five SEC championships ever held. To acknowledge the greatness that was
Ernestine Weaver, the UF gymnastics program began awarding “the most

9927

entertaining performer at every meet with the Ernestine Weaver award during

the program's 2sth Anniversary Season.
pProg 5 Yy

9 tI‘Opl‘ly.



The Markell Era

Following Coach Weaver’s departure
from the program, Florida looked to
bring in another talented coach that
could keep the program going right
where the previous coaching staff left
off. They would bring in the splash hire
of Judi Markell, formerly known as Judi
Markell Avener, from the juggernaut
program at Penn State University. Her
many accolades during her 18-year head
coaching stint with the Nittany Lions
include two AIAW National
Championship titles, 1992 Coach of the
Year, and mentoring many players to
win individual titles.”® She would go on
to coach for the Lady Gators for 10
years, resigning after that roth season.”’
While she pushed to continue Ernestine
Weaver’s success with the program, she
always seemed to fall just short of
winning the highly sought-after NCAA
National Championship Title.

The Faehn Era

After Coach Markell’s sudden
resignation from the program, the next

Head Coach was Rhonda Faehn in 2002.

Prior to her time at the University of
Florida, she was a member of the 1988
US Olympic team, an All-American
gymnast at the University of California,
Los Angeles (UCLA),

where she graduated in 1994 with a
degree in history, and then an Assistant
Coach at the University of Nebraska.*®

Fachn would be the coach to bring
national titles back to the University of
Florida, something that had long been
absent from the program since the early
days of Coach Weaver. She would lead
the program to number one in 2013,
2014, and 2015 in what some would call
a “three-peat.” However, shortly after
winning the title in 2015, Fachn would
resign to take a position with US
Gymnastics. During her tenure at UF,
she would also go on to win four SEC
titles and solidify the University of
Florida as one of the best college
gymnastics programs in the 21st
Century.31

In the midst of the 3 National Titles,
Florida was drawing eyes from some of
the top gymnasts in the country who
wanted to have their shot to win it all.
One of these gymnasts was the
extremely talented Megan Skaggs.
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Megan Skaggs: From Gymmnast to NIL Manager

Figure 12. Megan Skaggs after finishing her bar routine in the 2022 Women's NCAA Gymnastics
) . Championship.
Like many aspiring gymnasts, Megan started in the gym when she was only four

years old after watching Cirque du Soleil. She was in awe and wanted to do
something similar when she grew up, and gymmnastics was the answer. Unlike
many sports, gymnastics is something that you have to commit to at a very
young age if you want to be one of the best. In fact, college recruiters look to
begin recruiting prospects when they are only in 6th grade because much of the
skills you possess at that age are almost “god-given” and can only be coached up
from there. College coaches can tell if you possess the skills and potential needed
to be successful earlier on than most other sports.’

However, due to the intense schedules that many young gymnasts face, most,
like Megan, complete high school online, from home, so that they can have the
flexibility to be in the gym as much as possible. This may sound intimidating
because high school is an integral part of growing up, but for people like Megan,
who are so committed to gymnastics, this was just something that they had to be
okay with.”> Being online also gives young gymnasts more time to think about
where they will take their talents to at the next level. For most, college
gymnastics is the end of their career doing beam routines and handsprings off of
the vault.
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Why Florida?

Megan, a native of the state of Georgia, always knew she wanted to stay in the
SEC for gymnastics. The conference had and still has some of the top
programs in the country as well as the conference being close to home for her.
Out of Georgia, Alabama, and Florida, Megan decided to go with Florida for a
few reasons when all was said and done. First and foremost was that the
quality of education that Florida offered was substandially better than what
the other schools she was looking at had.** Education is a huge point of
emphasis that you will find being advertised to you if you take a glance
through many of the UF gymnastics media guides from over the years. UF
offers the Hawkins Center, a state-of-the-art facility that supports athletes
academically and during our interview, Megan almost made it sound
impossible to fail if athletes take advantage of it. Especially for gymnasts,
academics is a very important aspect of their college experience because there
really isn’t another step for them athletics-wise. For example, football has the
NFL and women’s basketball has the WNBA, etc. But, outside of a few like
Trinity Thomas or Olympic Gold Medalist Suni Lee, college gymnastics is the
end of the road. So being a successful student is something that is needed for
gymnasts to succeed for the next forty-plus years of their lives outside of the
gym and in the workforce.

Another factor that drew her to want to be a Gator is the support that the
gymnastics program receives from the fans.”®> With high attendance and high
energy in the O’Connell Center during every home meet, high school
gymnasts see that and want to be a part of it. In fact, when Coach Markell was
hired to be head coach she was asked what made Florida stand out to high
school recruits. Her first point was about the fans and crowd sizes saying: “The
fan support is an asset because [the recruits] are aware of the crowds and the
level of appreciation. Recruits are attracted because they want to perform in
front of 5,000 people, to hear the cheers.”*® This large support from Gator
nation also allows gymnasts to build their brand, especially now in the era of
NIL when they can be compensated for having a bigger following.
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Figure 15. Megan Skaggs
observing a studio
interview of UF
gymnasts Riley
McCusker and Victoria
Nguyen with Florida
Victorious.

13

Figure 13. Top three 2022 NCAA All-

Around National Champions wave to
the crowd in Fort Worth, Texas. Suni

Lee placed second, Trinity Thomas
placed first, and Megan Skaggs placed
third. (pictured from left to right)

Figure 14. Megan Skaggs observing a studio
interview of UF gymnast Riley McCusker
(seated in the chair) with Florida Victorious.

NATIONAL
SecoNp  CHAMPION



Name, Image, and Likeness

In the Vision of Athletics section in the 1998 Media Guide, it states that one of
the goals of the athletics program, and subsequently, the athletes that compete
under it, is to “enhance the value of the University of Florida.”*” These athletes
would not reap any of the benefits that their success and image brought to
said enhancement of the University, while the University brought in hundreds
of millions of dollars off of just that. So, in 2021 the NCAA began to allow
students to earn compensation from their name, image, and likeness following
the US Supreme Court ruling in NCAA v Alston that claimed not allowing
students to earn compensation from NIL violated section 1 of the Sherman
Act.”® This opened the door for a very new and unregulated system in not only
college gymnastics, but college athletics as a whole.

Megan is now the Gymnastics NIL Strategy Manager with Florida Victorious,
the NIL collective at the University of Florida. She joined the collective in
2024 after five years of competing as a gymnast and graduating from UF with
her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees.”” Megan assists with the development of
athletes so that they are better equipped to seek out NIL deals, as well as being
very knowledgeable on the subjeet of Name, Image, and Likeness
compensation. Gymnastics, while it is leading among women's athletics for
total revenue, is not treated the same as the University of Florida's football or
men’s basketball programs are. A majority of alumni and NIL deals are sent
those programs’ way. But some gymnasts have taken advantage of this NIL like
the Gator’s own Leanne Wong. She launched her business, Leanne Wong
Bowtique, in 2021 shortly after athletes were able to create NIL deals for
themselves. Through her success on meet days and her ability to market her
product over social media, her business has become quite successful. Social
media plays a huge part in today’s society and many gymnasts eapitalize off of
this to market themselves and their deals, like Leanne.*®
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However, like many new things, there are positives and negatives to this
new era of NIL. Megan believes that NIL is here to stay so dealing with these
issues is something that needs to be done to maintain the academic athletic
balance. As noted, currently, NIL does still impact football and basketball
players more than college gymnasts so these gymnasts are kind of barred from
some of the more extreme negatives. When asked if academic integrity has
gone down within the gymnastics team due to NIL, Megan responded by
noting that most gymnasts choose to go to college to prepare for life when
college and gymmnastics are over, so continuing to have high academic integrity
is almost not a choice for most. The program still values an athlete's achletic
abilities as well as whether they will be a good fit with the eoaehing staff and
other gymmnasts when recruiting gymnasts. But in this new world, an achlete's
NIL value is considered once they are a part of the team in a "quid pro quo"
lens.*!

Forward

Megan competed and is now helping to manage NIL under the same head
coach, Jenny Rowland. Coach Rowland was hired in 2018 following the
departure of three-time national ehampion Rhonda Fachn.*” She was also the
head coach during 2021 when being eompensated with NIL deals became legal,
having to make the shift from traditional recruiting practices from those used
during the time of Ernestine Weaver and Rhonda Faehn into a model that is
still changing every day. She also has the burden of carrying on the legacy of
winning that so many Gators are used to, still fighting for her first National
Title at the University. She has brought Florida to the top of the SEC four
times, with the SEC Title in 2022 being Megan’s favorite moment during her
time as a gymnast.”’ No one knows really where college gymnastics will be in
five years, but one thing is for certain: the University of Florida has cemented
itself as one of the powerhouses of college gymnastics.
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Figure 16. 2015 NCAA Women's Gymnastics National Champions: the Florida Gators.
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