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Penn State football assistant coaches history is a rich tapestry woven through
decades of collegiate athletics, reflecting the evolution of coaching strategies, player
development, and the overall culture of the program. Known for its storied past, Penn
State has seen numerous assistant coaches come and go, each leaving their mark on the
program and contributing to its success. This article will delve into the history, roles, and
significance of assistant coaches in Penn State football, highlighting some key figures and
their contributions over the years.

The Role of Assistant Coaches in Penn State
Football

Assistant coaches play a crucial role in any football program, and at Penn State, they have
been instrumental in shaping the team's performance, culture, and success. Their
responsibilities typically include:

Position coaching: Focusing on specific player positions and improving their skills.

Game planning: Collaborating with the head coach to devise strategies for upcoming
games.

Recruiting: Identifying and attracting top high school talent to the program.

Player development: Mentoring players on and off the field, fostering their growth
both as athletes and individuals.

Over the years, Penn State's assistant coaches have evolved alongside the game of
football, adapting to new strategies and technologies while maintaining the core values
that have defined the program.

Early Years of Penn State Football

The history of assistant coaches at Penn State can be traced back to the early 1900s when
the program was founded. In those early days, the coaching staff was small, often
comprised of a head coach with a few assistants who managed various aspects of the
team.



Key Early Coaches

Some notable early assistant coaches who contributed to the foundation of Penn State
football include:

1. James "Joe" Paterno (1950–2011) - While primarily known as the head coach, Paterno
began his coaching career at Penn State as an assistant before taking over as head coach
in 1966. His early experiences shaped his coaching philosophy and approach to
leadership.
2. Rip Engle (1950–1965) - Engle served as head coach for 16 seasons, and during his
tenure, he hired several assistants who would go on to have lasting impacts on the
program.

These early assistants laid the groundwork for what would become a prominent coaching
tree, influencing generations of coaches and players.

The Joe Paterno Era

Joe Paterno's era at Penn State marked a significant turning point in the program's
history. As the head coach from 1966 to 2011, Paterno surrounded himself with a talented
group of assistant coaches who helped elevate Penn State to national prominence.

Notable Assistant Coaches During the Paterno Era

Many assistant coaches under Paterno would go on to become successful head coaches or
prominent figures in college football. Some of the most notable include:

- Tom Bradley (1979–2011) - Starting as a graduate assistant, Bradley became the
defensive coordinator and was instrumental in developing some of the best defenses in the
nation. His tenure saw the Nittany Lions consistently rank among the top defensive units.
- Larry Johnson (1996–2014) - Johnson joined the staff as a defensive line coach and
became a key recruiter, helping to secure top talent. His coaching prowess contributed to
the development of several NFL-caliber players.
- Galen Hall (1980–1985) - Hall served as an offensive coordinator and was known for his
innovative strategies that helped Penn State become a formidable offensive team.

The contributions of these coaches played a pivotal role in Penn State's success during the
Paterno era, which included two national championships and numerous bowl appearances.

Transition and Challenges Post-Paterno

The end of the Paterno era in 2011 brought significant challenges to the Penn State
football program. The fallout from the Sandusky scandal led to a complete overhaul of the
coaching staff, affecting the assistant coaches who had been with the program for many



years.

New Beginnings with Bill O'Brien

When Bill O'Brien was hired as head coach in 2012, he brought in a new group of assistant
coaches who aimed to restore the program's reputation and competitiveness. Key hires
included:

- Josh Gattis (2012–2013) - Serving as the wide receivers coach, Gattis later moved on to
become the offensive coordinator at Michigan, where he continued to make a name for
himself in the coaching ranks.
- Bob Shoop (2014–2015) - The defensive coordinator under O'Brien, Shoop helped
implement a defensive system that emphasized speed and aggression, leading to improved
performance on that side of the ball.

O'Brien's tenure, though brief, set the stage for future success and stability within the
coaching staff.

James Franklin's Era and Staff Development

In 2014, James Franklin was hired as the head coach of Penn State football, bringing a
renewed sense of energy and direction to the program. Franklin's approach to coaching
emphasized player development, recruiting, and building a strong team culture.

Significant Assistant Coaches Under Franklin

Franklin has assembled a talented coaching staff, with several assistant coaches making
significant contributions to the program's resurgence:

- Joe Moorhead (2016–2017) - As the offensive coordinator, Moorhead's innovative
offensive schemes led to record-breaking performances by the Penn State offense,
including a Big Ten Championship appearance in 2016.
- Brent Pry (2016–2021) - Serving as defensive coordinator, Pry oversaw a unit that
consistently ranked among the best in the conference, contributing to the team's overall
success.
- Tyler Bowen (2018–2020) - Bowen's work with the tight ends and as offensive
coordinator helped develop key players who contributed to the offense's effectiveness.

Franklin's emphasis on recruiting and player development has revitalized the program,
making Penn State a competitive force in the Big Ten Conference.



The Impact of Assistant Coaches on Player
Development

Throughout its history, Penn State football has been characterized by a commitment to
player development, and assistant coaches have played a crucial role in this process. The
relationships built between players and their position coaches can significantly impact a
player's growth and success.

Key Aspects of Player Development

1. Technical Skills - Assistant coaches focus on improving the technical skills of players,
ensuring they are well-prepared for the demands of collegiate football.
2. Mental Toughness - Coaches help players develop the mental resilience necessary to
succeed in high-pressure situations, fostering a strong team mentality.
3. Career Preparation - Many assistant coaches provide guidance on life after football,
helping players navigate their futures, whether in the NFL or other career paths.

The emphasis on holistic development has contributed to Penn State's reputation for
producing well-rounded student-athletes who excel both on and off the field.

Conclusion

The history of assistant coaches in Penn State football is a testament to the program's
evolution and resilience. From its early days to the present, assistant coaches have played
an integral role in shaping the team's identity and success. As the program continues to
grow under the leadership of James Franklin and his staff, the legacy of those who came
before them remains an essential part of Penn State's storied football tradition. The
contributions of assistant coaches, both past and present, will forever be woven into the
fabric of Nittany Lion football, ensuring that their impact is felt for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first assistant coach in Penn State football
history?
The first assistant coach in Penn State football history was George S. McCulloch, who
served under head coach Hugo Bezdek in 1907.

Which Penn State football assistant coach had the



longest tenure?
Joe Paterno's longtime assistant coach, Jerry Sandusky, had the longest tenure, serving
from 1969 until 1999.

What impact did assistant coaches have on Penn State's
football program in the 1980s?
In the 1980s, assistant coaches like Tom Bradley and Fran Ganter played crucial roles in
developing the team's defensive and offensive strategies, contributing to a national
championship in 1982.

Who were some notable recent assistant coaches before
2023?
Notable recent assistant coaches include Brent Pry, who served as defensive coordinator
before becoming head coach at Virginia Tech, and Ricky Rahne, who was the offensive
coordinator before taking the head coaching job at Old Dominion.

How has the role of assistant coaches evolved in Penn
State football?
The role of assistant coaches at Penn State has evolved to include more specialized
positions, such as position coaches and coordinators, reflecting modern football's
complexity and the need for strategic depth.
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