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Head coach Rich Skrosky can’t 
help but recite one of his favorite 
stats about the Elon University foot-
ball team.

“We’ve talked about these two 
classes — last year’s freshman class 
and this year’s freshman class — 
that’s the bulk of this team,” Skrosky 

said. “We 
have 73 per-
cent  of the 
roster with 
three or more 
years of eligi-
bility.”

The youth 
m o v e m e n t 
was in full 
effect in 2015 
for the Phoe-

nix, with freshmen starting the ma-
jority of games at quarterback, wide 
receiver and three positions of the 
offensive line. The leading rusher was 
a freshman, as were the top two kick 
and punt returners.

With 2016 around the corner, 
Elon brings in another large class of 
freshmen — there were more than 30 
in fall camp, with more enlisting as 
walk-ons on the first day of classes — 
to join a group of a lot of sophomores 
and juniors with plenty of playing 
time already.

And, with that, the depth chart 
battles continue to rage on.

“Camp has gone well. There’s so 
much more internal competition 
than we’ve had in the first two years,” 
Skrosky said. “We still have light-
years to go, but when you have that 
internal competition, it keeps every-
body on their toes and it gets guys 
motivated. You can’t take a day off or 
a practice off — you have to come out 
and go.”

Picking a quarterback

The most important in-camp 
battle was finally decided last Friday, 
when Skrosky informed sophomore 
quarterback Connor Christiansen 
that he would be Elon’s starting 
quarterback. Christiansen and fel-

low sophomore quarterback Daniel 
Thompson had been competing for 
the gig since February 2015, when 
Thompson enrolled early at Elon.

“It really was a hard decision, be-
cause both have improved immense-
ly,” Skrosky said. “At the end of the 
day, we needed to see Connor mini-
mize his turnovers, and he really did 
that during camp. He had two inter-
ceptions, one of which was on a de-
flected pass, and he’s understanding 
the offense better.”

Christiansen and Thompson split 
the starts in 2015, with Christiansen 
getting the nod when Thompson was 
unable to play because of sponta-
neous cerebrospinal fluid leak, a neu-
rological condition. But Thompson 
ended up starting more games — six 
to Christiansen’s five.

But Christiansen has been taking 
snaps with the first-team offense for 
the majority the 2016 offseason, and 
Skrosky announced the decision Sat-
urday. Christiansen felt relief that 
Skrosky named a single quarterback 
as start.

“A lot of confidence comes with 
that,” Christiansen said. “He doesn’t 
want me looking over my shoulder. 
He doesn’t want me playing scared, 
like if I were to make a mistake, he’d 
pull me. Some of the situations were 
like that last year. It was good to hear, 
because what I wanted was freedom 
to go out and play, because that’s 
when I play my best — when I’m 

loose and having fun. That was prob-
ably the best thing I could have heard 
coach say.”

Both Skrosky and Christiansen 
reiterated that they have immense 
trust in Thompson to take over if the 
situation ever required, with Skrosky 
saying that, when looking around at 
the quarterback play in the Colonial 
Athletic Association (CAA), he “feels 
really good about our two guys.”

Christiansen added, “I’ve had a 
long history of injuries. Like coach 
said, if something were to happen to 
me, god forbid, he wouldn’t bat an 
eye. Daniel is so devoted to the play-
book and the offense that it would be 
a seamless transition, which is com-
forting for me, because I don’t have 
to worry about it being me or noth-
ing. There’s a very capable quarter-
back right behind me.”

Replacing a lot on defense

While nearly every contributor 
on offense is returning to the team, 
the defense has had a good amount 
of turnover, losing six of 11 starters. 
The last departure stung the most, 
as linebacker Corey Mitchell ’16 left 
the program early in the summer and 
transferred to University of New Ha-
ven.

But Skrosky still has been im-
pressed by his linebacking core that 
returns, as senior John Silas leads 
the squad and sophomores Warren 

Messer and Matt Baker have stepped 
up in camp.

“Mess, he’s arguably been our best 
defensive player throughout camp,” 
Skrosky said. “John’s adapted well 
to the weak side position. Our depth 
is developing — Matt Baker’s had a 
really good camp and John Jackson 
at the outside spot has improved im-
mensely.”

As a captain, Silas makes sure he 
lets his teammates know the commit-
ment needed in order to succeed.

“It really depends on how hard we 
work and how consistent we can be. 
We just have to come out here 100 
percent of the time and work hard,” 
Silas said. “We can’t come out here 
70, 75, 80, 85 or 95 percent. We just 
have to come out 100 percent of the 
time and to work hard and keep get-
ting better. We can’t take any steps 
back.”

Looking up to the top

As Skrosky enters his third year 
at the helm, no one in the program 
believes Elon will take steps back. In 
fact, for junior offensive lineman and 
captain Ikenna Nwokeji, there is no 
limit to how Elon’s expectations have 
gone.

“I really don’t think that there’s a 
ceiling [for this team],” Nwokeji said. 
“The record for the past couple of 
years don’t reflect the heart and the 
passion that we’ve put into this team. 

I think there are a lot of other factors 
going into this season — the work 
that we’ve put, the faith that we have 
in each other — that’s going to lead 
us into the playoffs.”

And while getting to the playoffs 
would seem like a successful season 
to many fans of Elon, Christiansen 
said he wouldn’t be satisfied with just 
a playoff berth.

“As crazy as it is, you want to win 
a national championship,” Christian-
sen said. “In the long run, you would 
be able to look back and be proud of a 
lot of things if you made the playoffs, 
because we were 1-11 a year ago. That 
would be something to be very proud 
of, but not satisfied with.

“I think, in order to be successful, 
you’ve got to win. You’ve got to win 
every game ... So would [the playoffs] 
be successful? I would say, no. But 
would we have a lot to be proud of 
and a lot to build off of? I would say, 
yeah.”

But for Skrosky, results aren’t in-
dicative of something that’s already 
true to him: This football team is 
vastly improved.

“I don’t know what the results will 
be, and I don’t know where we’re at 
on the scale,” Skrosky said. “I know 
we’re a better football team. What 
the results are going to be? It’s a fun-
ny game, and a funny season. You’re 
not going to put a number on it, but 
I know we’re a better football team 
than we were in 2015.”

JANE SEIDEL | Digital Manager
Sophomore quarterback 
Connor Christiansen 
(12, blue) takes a snap 
in a scrimmage Aug. 24. 
Christiansen was named 
the starting quarterback 
for the 2016 season.

stats to know

Seniors on 
the 94-
man roster

Returning 
starters on 
offense

41.32
Average distance of David 
Petroni’s 73 punts in 2015 8

Alex Simon
Sports Director
@alexsimon99

Christiansen tabbed as 
QB to lead Elon in year 
filled with high hopes

1,246
Yards starting QB 
Connor Christiansen 
threw for in 2015

There were 
more than 30 
freshman in 
fall camp, with 
more enlisting 
as walk-ons on 
the first day of 
classes.

YOUNG TALENT  
RAISES EXPECTATIONS



8:15 A.M.
GOOD MORNING, Y’ALL
Junior offensive lineman 
Ikenna Nwokeji walks into 
Lakeside Dining Hall to start 
his day with breakfast, getting 
two plates. He joins four other 
football players at a table and 
laughs about the previous 
night’s speaker.

9:10 A.M.
SAY CHEESE!
Nwokeji and all of the football 
team goes out to the football 
field for Team Photo Day. As 
an upperclassmen, Nwokeji 
doesn’t have to climb to the 
top of the steep risers, which 
the coaches and freshmen do. 
The seniors try to figure out 
which coach or freshman is 
most afraid of heights.

10:30 A.M.
ZZZZ...
With individual photos starting 
with seniors and ending with 
freshmen, Nwokeji is one of 
the first guys out of the facility 
after photos. He heads home 
to take a nap, as he finished 
up too early for Lakeside to 
reopen for lunch.

2 P.M.
STRETCH IT OUT
Nwokeji returns to the facility and 
gets treatment for his ankles and 
thumbs. He also rolls his back on 
a foam roller as the position group 
meeting goes over the film from 
the last scrimmage.
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As Scott Riddle ’11 was wrap-
ping up his speech to conclude the 
Elon University football team’s day 
Aug. 23, he asked where the offen-
sive linemen were.

All 13 linemen raised their 
hands, having gathered near the 
front of the room. Riddle smiled at 
the sight of the group sitting with 
each other.

“You are the most important 
group on the team,” Riddle said. 
“You need to eat together, work 
together and be there for each 
other.”

For Elon in 2016, there is a lot 
expected of the offensive line. They 
return all five starters from last sea-
son, and between them, the group 
had only five missed starts.

But there’s also youth. Three 
starters are sophomores — left 
guard C.J. Toogood, center 
Alex Higgins and right tack-
le Olisaemeka Udoh — who are 
joined by junior left tackle Ikenna 

Nwokeji and senior right guard 
O’Shane Morris.

And, because of the rare com-
bination of both youth and experi-
ence in college football, the expec-
tations for the group are sky-high.

Eating to keep up

Nwokeji usually has two plates 
of food for breakfast, which 
is served — like all meals — in 
Lakeside Dining Hall. Breakfast is 
his lightest meal of the day.

“I usually 
have around 
five plates for 
lunch,” he 
said.

Fall camp 
p r a c t i c e s 
mostly hap-
pen one of two 
ways: a mid-
dle-of-the-af-
ternoon prac-
tice — with 
heat often 

reaching into the 90s, coupled 
with 90-percent humidity — or 
two-a-days, with a practice in the 
morning and another practice or a 
scrimmage at night.

With the amount of work to be 
done, Nwokeji doesn’t worry about 
counting calories as he eats during 

the day. He figures that if he eats 
until he is full, he’ll get enough 
calories to balance the amount he 
burns in practice.

“Honestly, I’m more concerned 
with keeping my weight up,” 
Nwokeji admitted.

Usually, breakfast is followed 
by a workout in the weight room 
and/or a position group meeting. 
But on this day, the players dress 
in their uniforms for team pictures. 
Nwokeji isn’t the biggest fan of 
photo day, but he appreciates the 
fact that the photoshoot is in the 
morning and not in the middle of 
the afternoon, like last year.

Nwokeji and his other offen-
sive linemen pose for a position 
group photo with offensive coor-
dinator and offensive line coach 
Damian Wroblewski, who is 
known as “Robo” around the team. 
Then, after the big team photo 
and three individual photos are 
done, Nwokeji is free until position  
meetings.

Preparing for practice

An essential part of each day 
for the football team is sleep. With 
some mornings starting as early as 
6 a.m., and most evenings ending 
after 10 p.m., finding any time to 
get some rest is vital.

With the photo day over for 
Nwokeji around 10:30 a.m. — too 
late for breakfast but too early for 
lunch at Lakeside — he instead 
heads back to his apartment, nap-
ping and then eating before return-
ing to the facility just after 1:30 p.m. 
to get ready for practice.

But because team photo day 
took up the morning, the position 
groups meet for an hour before 
a 30-minute warmup period that 
leads to practice at 4 p.m. The tight 
window means Nwokeji gets his 
ankles and thumbs taped at 2 p.m., 
a full two hours before practice 
begins.

Once in the meeting room, 
Nwokeji and most of the other 
linemen fight to use a foam roller 
to stretch their legs as Wroblewski 
goes over film from the last scrim-
mage. Throughout this talk, the 
coach will occasionally go off 
the rails, using all sorts of topics 
— such as journalism, morality, 
each player’s career plan for after 
football and the internal human 
struggle between selfishness and 
selflessness — to talk about life and 
football.

As all five starters sit in the front 
row, the discussion transitions to 
the day’s practice slate, where the 
team will be testing out situational 
plays. Wroblewski finds these to be 

Young offensive line ready
Alex Simon
Sports Director
@alexsimon99

With all 5 starters 
returning, anticipations 
build for Elon’s big men

The football 
team returns 
every starter 
on the O-line 
from last 
season, a 
group that 
only missed 
five starts 
total in 2015.

9:10 A.M..

8 a.m. noon



4 P.M.
WORKING HARD
It’s time for practice, with 
Nwokeji’s least favorite 
drills being the sleds and run 
progression. He loves going 
one-on-one against the defen-
sive lineman and the full team 
scrimmages, though.

7 P.M.
OH, THE PAIN!
Nwokeji limps up the hill to 
Lakeside for supper after 
tweaking his groin during 
practice. It isn’t a major tweak, 
but he got treatment after 
practice and it’s slowing him 
down on his way to dinner. He 
will be one of the last people to 
eat in the dining hall.

8:15 P.M.
LAUGH OUT LOUD
When asked by offensive 
coordinator and offensive line 
coach Damian Wroblewski 
who he aspires to be in jour-
nalism, Nwokeji says, “Ron 
Burgundy.” This leads to a 
laughing session as the team 
tries to picture Nwokeji with 
Burgundy’s mustache.

10 P.M.
GOODNIGHT
Scott Riddle ‘11 finishes his speech 
by telling the football team how 
much they should enjoy the dog 
days of camp, because they’ll miss 
it when they’re gone. Nwokeji then 
grabs a snack and heads home, 
ready to do it again tomorrow.
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vital for fall camp.
“I want as many different looks 

as possible,” Wroblewski told his 
group. “Football is not stagnant, 
and football is constantly changing 
situations.”

The offensive line’s work tends 
to go unnoticed to the average fan’s 
eye, but the intricacies of their work 
is broken down bit-by-bit in these 
sessions, and Wroblewski knows 
his men aren’t going to receive great 
accolades.

“We don’t show up in the stat 
sheet,” he said.

Still, the craft is vital for the 
team’s success going forward, and 
Skrosky believes it is the position 
that has changed the most since he 
was hired in December 2013.

“I think we’re physically stron-
ger, and we have more height,” 
Skrosky said. “Last year, we played 
three freshmen. They learned what 
Division I football is all about, and 
they understood what they needed 
to do in the off-season.

“We’re still relatively young, 
with potentially one senior starting, 
but there’s a lot of repetitions in that 
group. They’ve had a really good 
off-season, and there’s no question 
there’s much more cohesion in that 
room than there has been in the 
previous two years.”

Examples in struggles
After two weeks of fall camp, 

Wroblewski was impressed with the 
offensive linemen for the most part. 
But on this day, multiple players 
struggle with drills.

“I feel like you guys got through 
today,” Wroblewski said. “You 
didn’t use this day adequately.”

While one day may not seem like 
much, he stresses how important 
it is to use each day to its fullest 

capabilities.
“Our most valuable commodi-

ty is time,” Wroblewski said. “We 
don’t know how much of it we have, 
and we don’t know when it runs out. 
So the moment you step on a college 
campus, you’re getting closer to the 
end.”

As Wroblewski finishes the day, 
he tries to impress upon the offen-

sive lineman that, while he may say 
some harsh things to the players 
throughout the day, he’s trying to 
improve them. He goes around to 
each of the players he’s coached for 
at least one year, asking if they trust 
him. Each lineman responds with a, 
“yes,” which Nwokeji reiterates later.

“I have an insane amount of trust 
in Robo. He really knows exact-
ly what he’s talking about — he’s 
so knowledgeable about football,” 
Nwokeji said. “When he talks, he 

talks with confidence. That confi-
dence he talks with comes to us 
when we play, and when we play, 
we trust him because he knows what 
he’s talking about.”

Trust in the coach and trust in 
each other is vital, as is trust in the 
quarterback. As the clock strikes 10 
p.m., and after he told the offensive 
linemen how important they are, 

Riddle turns to the quarterbacks.
“Take care of these guys — 

they’re protecting you,” Riddle said. 
“Take them out to eat dinner. And 
not just to the dining halls, either. 
Pay for it.”

Sophomore quarterback Connor 
Christiansen heard Riddle’s message 
loud and clear, and finds comfort in 
the fact that they have consistency 
across the board.

“It’s definitely good to see famil-
iar faces, because we’ve been learn-
ing to play together,” Christiansen 
said. “Going up there knowing that 
those five guys are going to be there 
again, and they work together, they 
eat together, they talk all the time, 
and they’ve become best friends. 
It’s awesome for me to see with 
the experience that is there and it’s 
experience at a young age. We still 
have a lot to learn and a lot of grow-
ing. I mean, Oli just turned 19. The 
future is looking good.”

The future is looking good, but 
the future needs to be now. Elon’s 
success on offense is predicated 
on it. But Nwokeji — and, frankly, 
everyone on the team — is ready 
for it.

“We’ve progressed a lot, and 
I know the young offensive line 
will progress even more,” Nwokeji 
said. “They’re going to be 10 times  
better.”

to step into key role

WE’VE PROGRESSED A LOT, AND I KNOW THE 
YOUNG OFFENSIVE LINE WILL PROGRESS EVEN 
MORE. THEY’RE GOING TO BE 10 TIMES BETTER.

IKENNA NWOKEJI
JUNIOR LEFT TACKLE

8:15 p.M.5:30 p.M.

5 P.M. 10 P.M.
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Kimberly Johansen has been 
through a lot of change during her 
three years with the Elon University 
cross country team. 

There was the coaching switch less 
than two weeks before her sophomore 
season, when Nick Polk took the helm. 
At the same time, Elon entered the 
Colonial Athletic Association (CAA). 

Then Johansen dealt with a nagging 
calf injury her entire junior season, 
a frustrating twist after she earned 
All-CAA honors in cross country and 
was named CAA Most Outstanding 
Performer in track and field in her 
sophomore year.

Now a senior, right out of the best 
summer of her career, Johansen’s a 
symbol of the evolving women’s cross 
country team that’s hungry to break 
through and win its first CAA cham-
pionship.

“Having won two conference 
championships on the track, we are 
ever-so-thirsty to win one on the cross 
country course,” she said. “That is 
definitely something Nick has driven 
into us, and 

definitely something we’re capable of 
doing.”

This year, Johansen, along with 
fellow senior Shelby Cuddeback, is the 
anchor on a team that features seven 
freshmen. Elon opens its season Sept. 
1 in the Elon Opener.

While she still managed All-CAA 
nods in both cross country and track 
last season — no easy feat — Johansen 
was hampered by a calf tear. She con-
tinued to run through the pain, saying 
it took a while to figure out what the 
actual issue was.

“It made me realize my limits,” 
Johansen said.

Johansen responded by spending 
the summer at home in Chelmsford, 
England, not working but instead fo-
cusing on putting forth the best efforts 
in her training on a daily basis.

She took a class, but besides that, 
there were no distractions. Her father, 
a licensed chef, cooked her meals, and 
her boyfriend rode his bike alongside 
her during evening runs.

As a result, Johansen feels more 
prepared for senior year and all that it 
brings.

“When I first started coaching 
Kim, she immediately had a lot more 
success than she had ever had,” Polk 
said. “That weighed on her heavily. … 
I think 

looking back, she looked at the races 
and thought everything felt good, felt 
easy. When it didn’t come that second 
year, it was hard.

“This year, she sort of recalibrated 
and came back to a place where she 
understands it’s not going to be easy. 
The expectations are still going to  
be high.”

Elon finished third in the CAA 
Championships last season and 
second the year before. Last year’s 
team earned the Phoenix its highest 
finish ever at the Southeast Regionals, 
placing seventh.

Juniors Brigid Brennan and Corey 
Weiss, along with sophomores Alicia 
DeCastro, Coralea Geraniotis, Carolyn 
Hopkins and Chelsea Smith, all return 
for Elon.

Polk says expectations have 
changed since he arrived, and he 
thinks he finally has the group that can 
win the championship.

Johansen understands that, too, 
especially after having the success on 
the track.

“It’s just time,” she said. “It’s just 
time for us to step up and show every-
one what we really can do.”

Tommy Hamzik
Columnist
@T_Hamzik
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top meets
Thursday, SEPT. 1
Elon Opener | 6 p.m.

SATURDAY, sept. 10
Elon Invitational | 10 a.m.

friday, sept. 16
Adidas XC Challenge | All day

saturday, oct. 29
CAA Championships | All day

friday, Nov. 11
NCAA Southest Regional | All day

stats to know

JOHANSEN A 
SYMBOL OF 
EXPECTATION 
CHANGES

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer
Senior Kimberly Johansen 
races for the track and 
field team in the CAA 
Championships on May 
7. Johansen is expected 
to lead the cross country 
team in 2016.

Kimberly Johansen’s 
time at 2015 CAA 
championships (6th 
place)20:58

All-Conference runners 
since joining CAA6

Number of freshmen 
on 2016 roster

Elon’s finish at NCAA Southeast 
Region race, its highest ever

7
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Sophomore Nick Ciolkowski 
isn’t the most vocal guy on the 
Elon University men’s cross 
country team. And he didn’t 
think that’d be an issue, particu-
larly so early in his career. 

That’s what comes with  
success.

Ciolkowski leads a pack of 
untested, inexperienced runners 
on Elon’s roster this season, and 
because of the team’s makeup — 
three freshmen and four redshirt 
freshmen — he’s being thrust 
into a leadership position a year 
after taking the Colonial Athletic 
Association (CAA) by storm and 
winning its championship.

“I’m trying to be more out-
spoken and take more charge 
— it makes me uncomfortable,” 
Ciolkowski said. “I guess it’s the 
role I’m in after last year. It’s 
definitely something I’m keeping 
in mind.”

Elon opens Sept. 1 at the Elon 
Opener.

Head coach Nick Polk is con-
fident in Ciolkowski’s leadership. 
He sees similarities between the 

sophomore and former 

All-American Luis Vargas, a 
comparison that shouldn’t be 
taken lightly.

Polk said they both lead by 
example, rather than with words. 
They’re both strong academically 
and athletically — Ciolkowski 
interned 40 hours a week this 
summer at a microbiology lab 
this summer, and is majoring in 
biochemistry. And they’re both 
rigid in their training, which 
shows in their performance.

“I don’t want that to get lost 
in a bubble,” Polk said. “I want 
freshmen to see how hard he is 
working to get what he achieves.”

Not only does Ciolkowski have 
to weigh the leadership role, but 
he must also manage the high 
expectations that come with 
being a conference champion 
during his freshman season.

In winning the meet last year 
in Mt. Pleasant, South Carolina, 
Ciolkowski became the first run-
ner to be named CAA Athlete of 
the Year and CAA Rookie of the 
Year in men’s cross country. His 
time in the championship meet is 
second only to Vargas’ from the 
previous year.

Ciolkowski calls qualifying 
for nationals a “big, AAA gold 
standard goal,” but he’s also 
cognizant of the fact that he’s a 
sophomore and has three full sea-
sons left. It’s still the same goal, 
but his smarts show when taking 

stock of 

the situation as a whole.
“I’m trying to keep it all in 

the moment,” Ciolkowski said. “I 
know from personal experience 
that the stress can get to me. Last 
year is last year — none of that 
matters. It’s all behind me. I can’t 
take CAAs for granted. I can’t 
take regionals for granted.

“It’s, ‘This is what I need to do 
today to be successful,’ instead of, 
‘Oh my gosh, I need to be con-
ference champion again,’ like it’s 
the end of the world. I’m trying 
to keep myself focused and trying 
not to get my head too big.”

Polk said junior Carlos 
Andino has stood out as a 
vocal leader, complementing 
Ciolkowski’s leadership style. 
Elon also returns junior Justin 
Leopold and sophomores Josh 
Kruppa and Greg Paugh. 

Coming off preseason camp, 
Polk is unsure of how the lineup 
shakes out after Ciolkowski at  
the top.

Elon’s finished third at each 
of the last two CAA champion-
ships. As Ciolkowski breaks out 
of his comfort zone to lead the 
newcomers, while considering 
his own expectations, he knows 
that’s not enough.

“I think we’re frustrated with 
a third-place finish,” he said. 
“Everybody’s hungry to prove 
themselves and show what kind 
of role they’re going to have on 
the team this year.”

Tommy Hamzik
Columnist
@T_Hamzik

top meets

Elon runners have won both 
CAA individual championships

2-for-2

Elon’s team 
finish at 
both CAA 
championships

Number of seniors 
on 2016 roster0

3

Thursday, SEPT. 1
Elon Opener | 6:30 p.m.

SATURDAY, sept. 10
Elon Invitational | 11 a.m.

friday, sept. 16
Adidas XC Challenge | All day

saturday, oct. 29
CAA Championships | All day

friday, Nov. 11
NCAA Southest Regional | All day

24:22.3

Nick Ciolkowski’s CAA-winning time 
(2nd fastest 8k time in Elon history)

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer
Sophomore Nick Ciolkowski 

(4647, second from right) 
will need to step up and 

lead a young team of cross 
country runners in 2016.

stats to know

CIOLKOWSKI WEIGHS LEADERSHIP 
AHEAD OF CAA TITLE DEFENSE



Sept. 3 
Home

3:30 p.m.

Sept. 10
Away 
6 p.m.

Sept. 17
Home
6 p.m.

Sept. 24
Away
7 p.m.

Oct. 1
Home

3:30 p.m.

Oct. 8
Home

3:30 p.m.

ASHLEY KING | Staff Photographer
(From left) Olisaemeka Udoh, O’Shane Morris, Alex Higgins, 
Connor Christiansen (12, front), CJ Toogood, Ikenna Nwokeji.



FOOTBALL SCHEDULE 2016

Oct. 22
Home

3:30 p.m.

Oct. 29
Away
Noon

Nov. 5
Away
2 p.m.

Nov. 12
Home

1:30 p.m.

Nov. 19
Away
TBD

Oct. 8
Home

3:30 p.m.
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As the Elon University women’s soccer 
team enters its third season in the Colonial 
Athletic Association (CAA), head coach 
Chris Neal says he knows what it takes to win 
in this conference. 

Neal spent seven seasons as an assistant 
coach at the University of North Carolina at 
Wilmington, working under head coach Paul 
Cairney as the Seahawks improved their CAA 
record from 0-4-1 in 2001 to 8-3 in 2006. 

“I feel very fortunate that I have that expe-
rience,” Neal said. “At the end of the day, it’s 
a pretty simple equation. The CAA is a very, 
very athletic league and a skilled league.”

The athleticism across the league over-
whelmed the Phoenix in 2014, as it limped to 
a 1-8 conference record, getting outscored in 
its eight losses, 20-3. Neal described the sea-
son as “demoralizing” when Elon ended the 
year.

While the 2015 team’s 1-7-1 record doesn’t 
look much better than 2014, the Phoenix was 
markedly improved, losing twice in overtime 
— including a 1-0 defeat at eventual confer-
ence champion James Madison University. 
For Neal, the difference at the end of the sea-

son was noticeable.
“Were we upset? Sure,” Neal said. “But we 

knew the gap had been closed, and there were 
a couple of those games that could have gone 
our way but did not. This year, we go in with 
a significant amount of optimism because I 
think we’re a better team than last year, and 
I think the kids have continued to improve.”

Elon’s season is already underway, and the 
Phoenix has dropped three straight matches 
after opening the year with a 2-0 win over 
Charleston Southern University. But Neal an-
ticipated that, with a lot of position changes 
and new faces, chemistry would be an issue 
early on.

“I think that’s probably going to take a little 
bit longer than normal [this year],” Neal said. 
“We’ve been a little more black-and-white 
with the decisions that were right in front of 
us — it was a little bit easier in the past — but 
this year, we’ve got a little more depth and dif-
ferent types of players in each position.

“The chemistry’s going to be a big part of it 
— finding out who plays well with each other, 
who coexists well in certain areas of the field 
together. That’s a good problem, but that’s a 
very difficult problem.”

One of the big changes for the Phoenix 
comes from one of its captains, as junior 
Grace Bennett is moving from forward to a 

defending midfielder spot. Neal made the 
switch in the spring, and says the “Olym-
pic-quality athlete” has been effective so far. 
Bennett sees energy conservation as her big-
gest personal challenge for the season. 

“Up forward, you have a lot more time to 
recover because you 
choose your time to 
make runs,” Bennett 
said. “But it’s a different 
recovery when you’re 
playing midfield. You 
choose a time to de-
fend or attack, but you 
also have to transition a 
lot more. It’s a lot more 
running that’s involved, 
so I trained a lot differ-
ently this summer than 
I usually have trained 
— more distance and 
short sprints.”

Bennett’s movement back will mean soph-
omore forward Tori Baliatico leads the way 
for the Phoenix up front. After scoring four 
goals last year — which was tied for the team 
high — Baliatico was selected as a Preseason 
Honorable Mention All-CAA player, a recog-
nition from the other coaches of her strong 
speed and good first step.

With a strong first-step burst and good 
pace, Baliatico can beat defenders and keep-
ers to loose balls near the net, which she did 
Aug. 21 for Elon’s lone goal against High Point 
University. But Baliatico sees the depth de-
veloping around her as a big difference from 
last year.

“Our team has so much depth this year,” 
Baliatico said. “We’ve gained so many great 
players that add to the athleticism. We now 
have players that have the same amount of 
pace as me up top, and we have Grace in the 
middle with the same pace.” 

The depth means that Neal has a lot of 
juggling to do before CAA play starts in late 
September. And while Bennett’s stated goal is 
to “get to the CAA finals,” Neal looks at the 
conference landscape and — while under-
standing the challenges ahead — finds a lot 
of hope.

“It is not an easy league to move up the 
ranks of — there are a lot of teams that have 
been here for 20-plus years that have nev-
er won anything,” Neal said. “You’ve got 
some traditional powers that you have to be 
fully committed to knocking off that ped-
estal. It’s not easy, because they have great 
leadership, too. I think our kids are doing 
all the right things, and they’re closing that  
gap significantly.”

Depth, athleticism  needed to turn corner in CAA

Alex Simon
Sports Director
@alexsimon99

ASHLEY KING | Staff Photographer
Grace Bennett (17, 
left) pumps her fists to 
celebrate a goal Aug. 
19. Elon won 2-0. 

The women’s 
soccer team 
has already 
played four 
matches in the 
2016 season, 
winning its 
first match of 
the season but 
losing all three 
matches since.

[GRACE BENNETT] IS 
AN OLYMPIC-QUALITY 
ATHLETE.

CHRIS NEAL
HEAD COACH

ASHLEY KING | Staff Photographer
Kennedy Little (8) 

gathers the ball as 
she tried to avoid a 

Charleston Southern 
forward Aug. 19.
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STATS TO KNOW

Sept. 15
Home
7 p.m.

Sept. 25
Home
1 p.m.

Oct. 7
Away
7 p.m.

Oct. 16 
Home
1 p.m.

Oct. 23
Home
2 p.m.

TOP GAMES

Goals for Tori Baliatico last 
season, tied for team-highShutouts for Taylor 

Mohr last year5

Number of freshmen from 
outside of the United States 1.37 Average number of 

goals per game in 2015
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TOP GAMES
Sept. 17 | Away

6 p.m.

Sept. 28 | Home 
7 p.m.

Oct. 22 | Home
8 p.m.

Oct. 25 | Home
7 p.m.

Oct. 29 | Home
7 p.m.

STATS TO 
KNOW 5 Goals scored by Jaiden 

Fortune last season, the 
most of any returner

NCAA Tournament 
appearances in the 
last five years

Number of last 
season’s players 
who graduated

13 freshmen on this 
year’s team

4

2
CAA teams that 
received votes in 
preseason NSCAA poll: 
Elon and Hofstra

ASHLEY KING | Staff Photographer
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Last year, the Elon University men’s soccer 
team jumped out to the best start in school his-
tory, winning its first seven games — including 

a victory at then-top-
ranked Wake Forest 
University — and soar-
ing into the top 10 in 
national polls.

And though the 
Phoenix managed to 
capture the Colonial 
Athletic Association 
(CAA) co-champion-
ship, it fell to University 
of Delaware on penal-
ty kicks in the CAA 
semifinals. After a 3-0 
win over Winthrop 
University in the first 

round of the NCAA tournament, Elon’s sea-
son ended in disappointment with a 5-2 loss to 
Clemson University, the most goals the team 
had given up in a game since 2011.

“We started so brightly, but the feeling 
at the end of the season was one of despair 
and one of utter disappointment,” said junior 
defender Jonathan Coleby. “We thought 
we could do better and we just couldn’t get  
it done.”

But according to redshirt sophomore 
goalkeeper Matthew Jegier, the team’s goals 
remain as lofty as ever, and it will use last year’s 
disappointment as motivation heading into 
the new season. 

“Our goal is a national championship,” 
Jegier said. “We want to end the season on 
a win, and that’s the only way to do that. 
Obviously, [the Clemson game] wasn’t the 
way we wanted to end the season, and, hope-
fully, we can use our disappointment and 
experience from last year to take the next step 
forward.”

For Jegier, some of his motivation is com-
ing from the CAA’s preseason poll, where Elon 
was predicted to finish third in the conference.

“Elon’s had a history of being underesti-
mated and coming out and proving everyone 
wrong,” Jegier said. “It’s a little bit of a moti-
vation. It’s a dagger to the heart that no one 
believes in us, but it’s a challenge, and we’re 
going to show them what we got.”

And though he said all games are import-
ant, Jegier said he has a circle in his cal-
endar around Elon’s matchup with Hofstra 
University on Oct. 29.

“That game was a blow to the heart last 
year,” he said. “We play them at home, so I’m 
excited for that — especially because they are 
ranked first in the preseason polls. It’s a chance 
for us to show how good we really are.”

But Elon won’t have it easy. The team grad-
uated 10 players, including its three leading 
goal scorers — Eduardo Alvarez ’16, James 
Brace ’16 and Cooper Vandermaas-Peeler ’16 
— who combined to make almost half of the 
team’s goals and several key pieces in a defense 
that ranked first in the CAA in goals allowed 
and shutouts. 

“We’ve lost a lot, but that’s the exciting 

thing about coaching in college,” said head 
coach Chris Little. “You get a new team every 
year, and we have lofty goals, but we’ve got a 
talented squad and a hardworking group of 
kids that are stepping up to try and achieve 
that.” 

Among those that are going to be counted 
upon to step up will be sophomore forward 
Jaiden Fortune, who was fourth on the team 
with five goals as a freshman and led with six 
assists. For a team that lost almost 70 percent 
of its scoring from last season, he’ll be a key in 
making sure Elon’s offense doesn’t falter. 

Also expected to compete for playing time 
are freshman defender Luke Matthews and 
freshman forward Tuki Tayali, a pair of 6-foot-
4 imports from England who made a splash in 
camp over the spring and summer.

“They’ve given us competition and depth, 
which is what you want,” Little said. “Their 
job is to make it difficult for us when we’re 
picking the team and who’s in the rota-
tion. They’re doing their part to make that  
difficult.”

A big theme in the locker room is taking 
the program to the next level. After making 
the NCAA tournament in four of the past five 
seasons — including advancing to the second 
round in 2013 and 2015 — the Phoenix has its 
sights much higher.

“We hit the second round and got elimi-
nated in the second round again, so that kind 
of sticks in your throat a little bit,” Little said. 
“We feel as though we failed. We never took 
the program forward, and that’s a hurdle we 
want to get over.”

Loss in 2nd round motivating returners

Andrew Feather
Senior Reporter
@AFeatherMVP

ASHLEY KING | Staff Photographer
Freshman forward Tuki  

Tayali (11) jumps for a header 
in an exhibition against the 

University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte Aug. 20. 

Phoenix looks for younger 
players to step up this year

The men’s 
soccer team 
has made 
the NCAA 
tournament in 
four of the past 
five seasons, 
and has 
advanced to the 
second round in 
2013 and 2015.
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After its third straight sub-.500 season, 
Elon University’s volleyball team is hoping 
to use its opening weekend momentum as 

a springboard to more 
success. The Phoenix is 
now 1-1, and optimistic 
about the road ahead. 

Last year, the 
Phoenix finished with 
a 7-23 overall record, 
coupled with a 3-13 
Colonial Athletic 
Association (CAA) 
conference record. Elon 
ranked near the bottom 
of the conference in 
many categories.

But there’s a sense 
of excitement this year as the Phoenix returns 
12 players from last season, including four 
of its five leaders in kills and kills per set. 
Sophomore Kam Terry was a force during 
Elon’s opening weekend, tallying 31 total kills 
in a win over Campbell University and a loss to 
the University of North Carolina at Charlotte.

Head coach Mary Tendler, heading into 
her 14th season at Elon, said this offseason 
was devoted to improving both on and off the 
court for her players.

Redshirt junior setter Sydel Curry said the 
spring was the best this team has had since 
she’s been at Elon because “you can just see 
how much [the team] improved in the weight 
room and in the court.” Tendler is also confi-
dent for the 2016 season because this will be 
Elon’s third season in the CAA, granting them 
familiarity with most of the teams they’ll face. 

“I feel like in our third season in the CAA, 
we’ll be a lot better, and we’re building rival-
ries with a lot of other teams,” Tendler said. “I 
think it’s definitely helpful that we’re more of 
a CAA team.”

Scott’s transition

While the team collectively continues to 
conform to its relatively new conference, 
senior outside hitter Ebony Scott is progres-
sively looking to assimilate to Elon as a whole. 
The Powhatan, Virginia, native transferred 
from Michigan State University last year and 
contributed for the Phoenix immediately, 
playing in all 30 matches. 

The Spartans annually see great success on 
the volleyball court, so Scott is hopeful she can 
help build a winning culture for Elon this year. 
Even with the rapid shift from a power con-
ference school to a much smaller one, Tendler 
said Scott adjusted well and is prepared for her 
“Super Senior Year,” which Scott echoed.

“It was definitely strange from going from 
a big school to such a small, close-knit family, 
but it’s been a good transition,” Scott said. “I 
actually really like the smaller school — every-

thing is just so more personal here, and I love 
it. The sport is still the same, obviously, but the 
energy is really different.”

Senior leadership

Another aspect that is vastly different for 
the Phoenix this season is being spearheaded 
by veterans. Elon will take the court this year 
with four seniors, lead by senior outside hitter 
Kayla Agae and school-senior but eligibili-
ty-junior Curry as team captains. 

Tendler said Agae and Curry com-
plemented each other extremely well, and 
also expects senior middle blocker Ally 
Karle to be a vocal presence, too. Karle 
said because of all the work she and her 
team exhausted in the offseason, she hopes 
to end her collegiate athletic career on a  
high note. 

“I think toward the end of the season, I’ll 
get more emotional. But, as of right now, I’m 
just really, really excited,” Karle said. “I just 
want to play every game the best I can and 
leave everything on the court, because I know 
I only have a handful left.”

Elon also brings back defensive specialist 
Morgan Maner, who’s tied for the program 
record for aces in a Division I match (8).

Emmanuel Morgan
News Editor
@EMorgan704

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer
Senior outside hitter Ebony Scott (8) 
jumps to swing at a ball against the 
University of Delaware Oct. 10, 2015. 
Scott is one of four seniors in 2016.

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer
Sophomore Kam Terry (16) 

was third on the team in 
kills in 2015, with 170.

Leadership, offseason to help  volleyball in 2016
Tendler feels team with senior 
leadership will be better in 
CAA 3rd time around

Last year, 
the Phoenix 
finished with 
a 7-23 overall 
record coupled 
with a 3-13 
Colonial 
Athletic 
Association 
conference 
record.
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Sept. 9
Home
7 p.m.

Sept. 23
Home
7 p.m.

Oct. 15
Home
7 p.m.

Oct. 28
Home
7 p.m.

Nov. 13
Home
2 p.m.

TOP GAMES

STATS TO KNOW

4-18

Kills by Kam Terry 
in season opener 
vs. Charlotte

Number of players 
returning

17
1

Overall record 
in CAA

Five-set matches 
won already this 
year

0 Five-set matches 
won last year1,235

Kills last year

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer

JACK HARTMANN | Staff Photographer
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HALEY LONGBOTTOM | Contributor

TAILGATING

With the college football sea-
son kicking off, an activity that 
might be as exciting as watch-
ing the Elon University Phoenix 
play comes with it: tailgating. 
Getting pumped up outside 
Rhodes Stadium in maroon and 
gold with fellow students is one 
of the best ways to forget about 
the week before cheering on the 
team, no matter  the score.

Though there isn’t a wrong 
way to tailgate, there are a few 
things to consider to get the 
most fun hanging out in the 
parking lot during the day.

DO bring enough food
There’s nothing worse than 

reaching into a bag of chips and 
finding they’re all gone. Create 
a potluck of burgers, dogs, beer 
(if you’re over 21) and snacks 
to share with friends and  
fellow tailgaters.

DON’T get dehydrated
The beginning of September 

in North Carolina is hot, and 
you will most likely be sweat-
ing out there. Be sure to bring 
extra water and ice to avoid hav-
ing someone passed out in the  
parking lot.

DO have games ready
Just like a good outdoor 

party, a tailgate should always 
have something to help waste 
time before the game starts. 
Choose games that can get 
everyone involved through play-
ing or watching, such as a table 
for pong or cornhole. 

DON’T leave a mess
It’s common courtesy to 

clean up a bit before heading 
into the stadium. The host did 
feed you. So toss plates and 
empty cans to make the lives of 
the host and custodian staff a  
little easier. 

DO dress spirited
It’s hard not to get amped 

seeing a parking lot that’s 
been transformed into a sea of 

maroon and gold. Get T-shirts 
and accessories from the Barnes 
& Noble bookstore to really live 
the maroon life.

DON’T overdo the alcohol
Remember to have fun but 

be safe if you’re 21+. You don’t 
want to end up missing the game 
from being too turnt or making 
your friends miss it to take care 
of you. 

DO get so pumped your 
head might explode

Use every tailgate as a chance 
to have fun with friends while 
supporting the school. Get 
excited, take pictures with the 
Phoenix and get ready to watch 
Elon win (or lose).

Courtney Campbell
Lifestyle Editor
@courtcamps

Cheer on the Phoenix by 
wagging an obnoxious 
foam finger. Embrace your inner 

Southern Belle with an 
Elon-themed bow. 

Amp up your 
spirit with 
some pom-
poms.

Load up on 
facepaint or 
stickers for the 
full effect.

Rock the new Elon Phoenix 
logo with T-shirts to help 
pump up the team.

Seniors Zach Johnson and Sam Ash ramp up their tailgate style with 
clothing and accessories from the Barnes & Noble Bookstore.

ELON STYLE GUIDE
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