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        Justin delivers an honest and poignant account of his personal journey at Penn State and beyond. A must-read for all who will appreciate an in-depth look into life as a student-athlete under legendary coach Joe Paterno.

        Kerry Collins, PSU ’94, retired NFL quarterback

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I played for Penn State many years before Justin, but one unique thing about Penn State is that we both played under the same head coach and many of the same assistant coaches. Justin’s love and loyalty to Penn State, Penn State football, and Joe Paterno mimic the feelings (and experiences) for me and so many other Penn State football lettermen. Justin captures and relates those feelings in a real way that lettermen AND the general public can relate to and enjoy. Job well done!

        Dr. Ray (Buddy) Tesner ’75, cofounder of the PSU Football Letterman’s Club

      

      

      

      
        
        
        More Than the Jersey is exactly what its title promises: a story that transcends sport and goes straight to the heart of what it means to struggle, grow, and become. Dr. Justin Williams tells his life with remarkable openness, moving from serious to funny to tender with the ease of someone who has made peace with every chapter. This is a book that will move you, make you laugh, and leave you thinking long after you’ve finished—bring it home and pass it around.

        Dana Dokmanovich Harris, PSU ’72, board member of The Pittsburgh Promise

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Justin captures the grit, brotherhood, and soul of Penn State football like no one else. More Than the Jersey is a heartfelt story about finding yourself while honoring the game we love. Reading Justin’s journey reminded me of what it means to be part of something bigger than yourself. This memoir is a must-read for anyone who loves football, identity, and the lessons in between.

        Kyle Brady, Esquire, ’94, Penn State football letterman, retired NFL tight end

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Dr. Williams’s book captures the essence of Joe Paterno’s “Grand Experiment”—the belief that a university can achieve both academic excellence and athletic success without sacrificing either. Through a powerful firsthand account, he reflects on the lasting impact of that philosophy and the enduring legacy carried forward by those shaped by it.

        Anthony Gordon ’78, PSU football letterman

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Justin Williams’s vulnerability offers a rare and honest look at what it takes to confront self-doubt, perform under pressure, and ultimately discover who you are. Two decades earlier, I walked a similar path—learning those same hard lessons under the same legendary coach, Joe Paterno. More Than the Jersey is more than a football story—it’s about becoming who you’re meant to be. If you’re chasing a dream, read it, and you’ll understand what we truly mean when we say: We Are… Penn State.

        Steve Davis, ’73, Penn State football letterman, and CEO/founder of Human Relations Institute

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Justin Williams: father, husband, friend, author, teacher, and a change maker. His passion for scholarship and equity was quickly apparent upon our first meeting, something that quickly stood out among his peers. He is truly a leader and passionate about youth success, as he knows firsthand what opportunity can lead to.

        Curt Marshall, PSU ’86, retired director of Diversity Recruitment and Retention at Penn State’s College of Arts and Architecture

      

      

      

      
        
        In Dr. Justin S. Williams’s new book, More Than the Jersey, college football fans will get a descriptive view of what life was like for a college football recruit and eventual player at Penn State University during head coach Joe Paterno’s most notable years of victorious accomplishments in the early 1990s. But Dr. William’s book represents more than just that.

        The author offers a highly detailed look at the decisions he made while in college and playing for Coach Paterno, a man he came to greatly admire. He also presents a solemn look at Paterno’s life and legacy that many people outside the Penn State University sphere could never have known before.

        Finally, Dr. Williams also delves deeply into his own life, and in the many profound chapters of this book, he presents to us stories of the vital relationships that he experienced throughout his years at Penn State, both on campus and on the football field. It is those relationships that helped make him the man he is today, and that form the strength of this book.

      
        More Than the Jersey is a book that will give readers a wakeup call into an individual’s experiences during perhaps the most important years of his life… his college years at one of America’s greatest institutions, Penn State University. I highly recommend it.

        Joe Zagorski, Pro Football Writers of America, and author of From the Outhouse to the Penthouse
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      For Nittany Nation, my Penn State football brothers; my four children, Hannah, Ty, Nnamdi, and Aria; my parents, Gloria and Dennis Williams; and the man to whom they gladly sent me to finish what they started, Joseph Vincent Paterno.

      

      Finally, I dedicate this book to Sue Paterno and her family. The price paid by the wife and children of a legend is always significant. Without their sacrifice, this book would not be possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        We’re all products of the people we meet in our life.

        Joseph V. Paterno
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          Suzanne Pohland Paterno, American philanthropist, PSU ’62

        

      

    

    
      More Than the Jersey tells about the journey Justin Williams took from his birth in Dulwich, England, to Uniondale, to Penn State in State College. The settings differ among athletes, but what they feel, how they grow and mature, the triumphs, the setbacks, and the physical pain they endure are part of each athlete’s journey to maturity. Justin documents all these emotions honestly.

      Justin also gives credit to those who helped him on his journey. His dad’s example of how a great athlete behaves, trains, and competes influenced him as he grew. Different coaches played distinct roles in his life and helped him succeed through competition. The best ones also guided him in finding the right path in his life. He analyzed how their interactions helped him learn who he was as he struggled to become a man. It was not always easy or natural, plus he had to deal with the race issue. Could he let it affect his life and his relationships with others? Or did he embrace his being and use what he learned to educate others?

      Through Justin’s self-examination, he found his passion, his role, and his future. He teaches others to strive for excellence and successfully leads them to find themselves. Justin’s journey has miles to go, but his evaluation of those around him and of himself will drive him to perfection.
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      Why in the world should you read this book?  My name alone isn’t reason enough. In our celebrity-conscious, material world, I do not have the recognition of various other Nittany Lions who will be my teammates and friends for all time, hallowed names in Penn State lore like Kerry Collins (K. C.), Ki-Jana Carter (Kee), Bobby Engram (Bubba), O. J. McDuffie (Juice), Jon Witman (Wit), or Jeff Hartings (Hartman). I did not accomplish anywhere near what these men did on our home turf at Beaver Stadium, nor in various stadiums across the country. I’ll not be remembered for anything I did on the field.

      So, what qualifies me to write a book about my Penn State football experience? First, I have the energy and desire to do so. If it were easy to do, many others would have already done so. After all, Penn State football players know how to write. A whole roster of us—right in line with Penn State football’s 93 percent graduation rate—walked away with diplomas in hand, which isn’t something many of our brothers across the country can say after being pushed to give everything on the field for institutions that didn’t always give back. But despite our intellectual acumen, writing first-person accounts of our time playing for a legendary coach and program hasn’t been a top priority.

      In fact, I know of only one book like this that has so far been written by former players: a father-and-son tandem, Charles and Tony Pittman. Considering Tony and I were teammates for four years, I think it’ll be interesting to see the differences and similarities in what we found important or intriguing. It may also be interesting to readers, given the differing backgrounds in each case: He has a father who also played for the same coach, and I am an immigrant whose earliest memory of Penn State football was the national championship victory over the University of Miami in January 1987. Around 1,500 men can claim they played football at Penn State for Joe Paterno, and only three of them (two books, counting this one) so far have published a book documenting what it was like. That’s somewhat peculiar, wouldn’t you say?

      Secondly, many of my brothers who would probably write equally, if not more entertaining, memoirs than mine don’t have the time. You see, they majored in things like engineering, medicine, business administration, accounting, and economics, or they’ve been extremely busy with their lives as professional athletes and the celebrity and business opportunities that arise as a result. I, on the other hand, have more time to concern myself with writing and getting my story out there in a way only a Penn State football letterman can. I majored in English education and have taught English in New York and abroad for more than a quarter of a century.

      Finally, my individual Penn State football story is more representative of most young men who played for Joe Paterno in State College, Pennsylvania. Only a handful of them were “hot shots,” as Joe would say. My story is the story of a guy blessed with enough physical talent to have gone to many schools throughout our country via a football, track, or baseball scholarship, but who chose to be a part of The Pennsylvania State University and its football program with a legendary head coach. I had great athletic and academic potential, but neither side of who I was then panned out exactly the way I envisioned. I had my time to shine but never got to be “The Guy” on campus.

      This is my story, one that men who played at the highest level of college football can recognize and relate to, whether they were superstars or scout team All-Americans. Mine is the story of the guy somewhere in the middle, more closely aligned with the stars than the scout teamers, though I do not put myself above nor beneath any man with whom I played. I was the guy with enough talent and polish to be a star at his university, but who came up short.

      “Came up short” is a phrase that might rub some the wrong way. I understand that millions of schoolboys would have done anything to put on our beautifully plain uniforms and ride the bench for four or five years; anything to come out of that tunnel on game day to a sea of Nittany Lion faithful. I wasn’t bred to be satisfied with just making it to Penn State, however. Although I became a backup as my time progressed, I was always viewed as one of the leaders of my class, then eventually one of the more outspoken leaders of the team. Some guys with a similar big-time college football legacy blame others for why their light didn’t shine as bright as the very brightest. I used to have some of these feelings also, but I grew up.

      In sharing my memories and analysis (good, bad, and ugly) of my time as a student-athlete at the gorgeous University Park campus, you’ll learn about what it’s like to play for a legend. Not just any legend, however, but one who, irrespective of your take on him, stands in a class totally alone. If you are looking for a memoir written by a disgruntled former player who wishes to show the world how Coach Paterno’s “Grand Experiment” didn’t work for him, this is not the book for you.
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      It’s a gorgeous journey from Long Island, New York, to State College, Pennsylvania. Once you get past the eternally congested Cross Bronx Expressway and across the George Washington Bridge into New Jersey, otherwise known as the first hour of the trip, you have about three hours remaining to listen to the news, a podcast on satellite radio, or some quality music on one of your playlists. The scenery is usually green, mountainous, while you steadily ascend and then descend into the valley famous for being happy.

      I’ve made the trip many times and in various ways, at least a hundred times, as I write this sentence in September 2025, exactly four days before I retake the trip to witness the spectacle and pageantry of our nationally renowned White Out game. My first time alone at University Park, the main campus of The Pennsylvania State University, was special for all the reasons a first time would be.

      I remember the anticipatory and anxious feeling I had as the bus decelerated for the Penn State exit off Interstate 80. From there, it was about another twenty miles before I could see the campus, but it felt longer because I thought every mile would be the last. As I looked to my left from my window seat, rural towns that exemplified much of America scrolled by. This was well before the highway bypass was completed, which now makes these last few miles move past more quickly and uneventfully, a good or bad thing, depending.

      I noticed the blue-and-white colored Penn State Sub Shop, unexpectedly far from downtown State College; the lack of sidewalks, with front doors of homes surprisingly close to the road; the single lane road we were on that had enough traffic before us to make this final leg of the trip exasperating; the state penitentiary (state pen), whose ironic location and title, just up the road, was immediately apparent to me; crossing over the train tracks then passing the Nittany Mall on the right; making an easy left as the Long John Silver’s restaurant went by on the right, followed by what was soon to be one of my favorite places to eat in State College, Damon’s Grill, about half a mile further and also on the right; then making a right onto campus, seeing Beaver Stadium, in all its Lego-like constructed, starship magnificence, as if on a launchpad about to shoot its inhabitants off into the stars. It seated only 93,000 then.

      As we pulled up in front of Holuba Hall, the indoor football facility with two fifty-yard practice fields harboring turf that shaved off the top layer of skin even if you tripped and fell on it, my stomach butterflies were in full churn. But I was neither intimidated nor frightened. The five hours on that first bus ride felt familiar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Origins

          

        

      

    

    
      I was born at Dulwich Hospital, in a small town of the same name, a southern suburb of London, England, in February of 1973. Most of the hospital no longer exists, replaced by updated community health facilities. The original hospital was built in the late 1800s. With its red-brick exterior, large windows that let in plenty of air and sunlight, and other architectural features, it would not look like a hospital to many Americans in the 1970s.

      
        
          [image: King's College Hospital, Dulwich, England, where I was born.]
        

        King’s College Hospital, Dulwich, England, where I was born.

      

      England, like the rest of Europe, embodied a unique mixture of the old and new world. As a boy in England, however, it was, to me, the entire world. England was also very overcast, rainy, and therefore extremely green. Every town seemed to have a community park with gorgeously kept mazes carved out of hedges. Additionally, red was a ubiquitous color. Besides red bricks, red vertical mailboxes, red telephone booths, and red double-decker buses were everywhere. I wasn’t aware I was in the “old world” until I arrived in the new.

      My parents had emigrated to London separately from the Caribbean islands of Jamaica and Trinidad. My mother completed high school in Trinidad in 1959. Soon after, she made her way to England to study nursing. Dad made his way to South London with my grandparents in 1963. He was thirteen years old. Sometime around 1970, they met in South London. Mom was twenty-seven, and Dad was twenty. They married a year and a month before I was born.
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        Saint Faiths Center, where my parents were married and where I was baptized in England.

      

      My father, Dennis Anthony Williams, born in Ocho Rios, Jamaica, was a fast bowler (similar to a power pitcher in baseball) on one of the best cricket teams ever to be assembled at the Dulwich Cricket Club, which dates back to 1867.  To this day, their team photo is a significant part of club history.  I have the very same photo featured prominently in my home.

      I have warm, palpable memories of being a child and being part of my father’s cricket matches. The largely rural grounds, with manicured cricket and croquet playing areas, mimicked amateur facilities of the time. There was no arena seating for onlookers. You either sat in your car and watched, as mom did to keep an eye on my sister and I, watched from the clubhouse, brought a picnic blanket or the relatively new (at the time) lawn chairs to sit and watch. I remember comments of admiration from opposing players uttered to my mother, feeling the inquisitive eyes of enthusiasts in and around the oval (ballpark), and being in the buzzing, chipper clubhouse with my father after games. I have photos from the 1970s, taken by journalists, of my father, stills that capture how impressive an athlete he was. My pride in and respect for him, and in turn, my name, were an overwhelming ingredient in the burgeoning essence of who I was as a kid and what I have become as a man. Like so many of my Penn State teammates, as well as great athletes of any ilk, athleticism runs in the family.
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        My sister and I sitting in our living room in Sidcup, England, in the mid-1970s. Photo credit: Dennis Williams.

      

      England, as well as Europe, is a series of interconnected small, quaint towns and villages with intermittent splashes of cosmopolitan, historic, big cities.  As a young British West Indian lad, I remember taking a long drive with my parents to a vacation in the southwestern town of Cornwall, an area famous for its beaches, beach communities, and vacation residences. I remember us staying in a trailer for vacationers. There was a large public swimming pool, and I remember playing in it and befriending a light-complexioned boy. It was the summer of 1979, just over a year before Mom and Dad decided to make the leap to America.

      The British aspect of my childhood left indelible impressions. I remember strawberry picking, pony rides, and trips to study London’s shipbuilding history. It is impossible for me to forget the rigid academic environment of Saint Joseph’s Convent, a private school for boys run by nuns, where I attended until I was almost eight years old. The uniform, complete with a tie I learned to tie myself by the age of five; standing up in class each time I either volunteered or was called upon to provide an answer or ask a question; the ruler across the back of my hands or meter stick on the leg for various infractions committed, all were harbingers of an educational environment my graduate program at Penn State, years later, would refer to as “high academic press.”  I was accepted into this school because my dad was a star on the Dulwich team. He was the only melanated player. The team’s owner also made sure my mom and dad had a nice home to move into soon after they got married on January 1, 1972.
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        My childhood home in Sidcup, England. Photo credit: Dennis Williams.

      

      They moved from a top-floor apartment in a house on a street called Half Moon Lane in Dulwich to a very comfortable two-floor home on a property shaped like an elongated rectangle on East Rochester Way in Sidcup, Kent, also in South London. Beginning after World War II, Afro-Caribbean people living in island nations colonized by England began streaming into South London, settling in and around Brixton (a rough equivalent to Harlem, New York, in the 1920s) to take advantage of the many job opportunities within the working-class sector. My paternal grandmother was a seamstress. Her husband was a gambler and philanderer. My parents managed to do a bit better for themselves. Mom was a registered nurse, and Dad worked for British Telecommunications. Dad got a vasectomy after my sister was born in 1976. He didn’t want to be like his father, who made children all over Jamaica that he didn’t support.

      Mingling with part of the British elite as a school child, Buckingham Palace, Parliament, Big Ben, and Piccadilly Circus were everyday experiences for me as a very aware seven-year-old, just as the Empire State Building, the Statue of Liberty, suburban Long Island, and the Twin Towers would become close and personal for me by the time I was eleven. My upbringing wired me to see central Pennsylvania as a natural extension of who I was.

      The suburban town of Uniondale, New York, felt less dense, population-wise, quieter, and much more diverse than my neighborhood in Sidcup, South London. Outside of my British home was a highway. Although my English garden was larger, my American backyard had an in-ground swimming pool.

      
        
          [image: My sister Natasha and I posing outside our childhood home on the day of my 6th-grade graduation.]
        

        My sister Natasha and I posing outside our childhood home on the day of my sixth-grade graduation. Photo credit: Dennis Williams.

      

      My parents didn’t need to leave England, but Dad was curious, and Mom was willing to go along for the ride. They applied for their visas, expecting to hear back in maybe a year. Three months later, they learned that “the land of opportunity” was ready to take them on. So, they went, knowing that if things didn’t work out, they wouldn’t be stuck.

      Everything I knew was in the United Kingdom. I cried many tears from my last day at convent school until our arrival at John F. Kennedy Airport a few weeks later in Queens County, one of the two boroughs of New York City, on the landmass known as Long Island. Uniondale was only a fifteen-minute easterly drive. Penn State and Joe Paterno were still eleven years away.
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        My mother’s naturalization petition.
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        My father’s naturalization petition.
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Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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