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Penn State QB using ‘mind trainer’
Frank Bodani

York (Pa.) Daily Record
USA TODAY

Penn State’s Sean Cliﬀord has fashioned himself a football perfectionist
ever since he began throwing a ball.
And a conﬁdent one, at that.
It began years ago, as he threw for
endless hours into a net in his cul-desac, when no one else was around. That
grew into a resilient high school star,
then a kid who completed his ﬁrst ﬁve
college passes.
And now he’s taken his mental approach to a new level during the ongoing
coronavirus pandemic: He’s training
with chess.
He’s led by Seth Makowsky, a professional performance coach or what Clifford calls “an elite mind trainer.” Learning chess moves is becoming a popular
vehicle to making smarter, quicker decisions on the football ﬁeld.
Makowsky runs a company called
Poison Pawn, his clients including
Olympians, Fortune 500 CEOs and
quarterbacks.
Cliﬀord talked about that last week
during his ﬁrst media meeting since the
virus shut down sports in March.
He was as talkative and conﬁdent as
usual. He came wearing a black sweatshirt emblazoned with the term “Gunslinger.”
His improvement could be what
pushes Penn State to that last elite level
in college football.
That chess training “really teaches
you how to go through your reads and
have a good formula to attack each play,
attack each day, and kind of just grow as
a person,” Cliﬀord said.
The Penn State junior was highly

Penn State quarterback Sean Clifford is working on his mind as well as his body
to prepare for the season. NICK WASS/AP

successful in various realms as a ﬁrstyear starting QB in 2019. He threw for 23
touchdowns and 2,654 yards against
only seven interceptions. He showed
impressive ﬂashes of mobility, running
for 402 yards and ﬁve more scores.
His team won 11 times, including the
Cotton Bowl.
And yet his 59.2 completion percent-

age was disappointing for a player who
prides himself on his intense preparation for throwing accuracy.
So he ﬁgured to use these past three
months of isolation to work extra hard
on the mental side of his game, as well
as the foundation footwork that shapes
most quarterbacks.
Better footwork should allow him a

more consistent throwing platform. “I
think that’s going to pay dividends
throughout the year,” Cliﬀord said.
That kind of learning began during
winter drills as he took in oﬀensive coordinator Kirk Ciarrocca’s new oﬀense.
They’ve continued this spring through
video lessons and tips from his new position leader.
Cliﬀord’s advantage comes from having another Division I football player at
home to share in the workouts and passing drills. Younger brother Liam Cliﬀord
is verbally committed to attend Penn
State, probably as a receiver, in the class
of 2021.
Selected strength training workouts
have included push-up challenges in
the family basement and pushing
parked cars.
They’re both taking guidance from
Penn State’s Dwight Galt, who runs
what many consider to be one of the top
college strength and conditioning programs in the nation.
Because of that, Cliﬀord said he believes it won’t take much time — less
than most expect — for him and his
teammates to be ready for training
camp once they are allowed to return to
campus.
Head coach James Franklin already
has said his team could be prepared for
the season with only four weeks of
camp.
“If you could ﬁnd a hill, here’s a workout,” Cliﬀord said. “If you can ﬁnd stadium steps, here’s a workout. If you can
ﬁnd a backpack and put some books in
it, then here’s a workout.
“It’s deﬁnitely been a diﬃcult situation that has turned into what we’ve
tried to make, as a team, a good one.”

Dunn sees signiﬁcance of his role at OSU
Scott Wright
Daily Oklahoman
USA TODAY

STILLWATER, Okla. – Kasey Dunn
cares deeply about his African-American heritage, but he doesn’t always
make a big deal about race, a trend in his
life that he can track to a young age.
“Back in the day, my old man would
always say, ‘You’re of the human race,’
and that’s what he always just told me,”
Dunn said. “So I never really paid too
much attention to white, black — I was
always just human, so you’re never on a
side.”
So, from the time he was a child,
when he was ﬁlling out a form that
asked for race, Dunn did as he was
taught.
He wrote “human.”
In January, Dunn was promoted to
oﬀensive coordinator at Oklahoma
State, becoming the only person of color
at a Big 12 football program to hold a position of head coach or coordinator.
At that point, Dunn’s role as a black
leader and a minority coach in the OSU
program instantly became more signiﬁcant.
“When you start breaking down the
opportunities that minorities will have
to be head coaches at some point, this is
the progression, so for me, it’s a big
deal,” Dunn said.
“It’s a big deal because it opens up
doors, I think, for other guys to get

chances and opportunities now. Being
the only coordinator in the Big 12, you
know, it’s not a good percentage.”
Five months later, the country has
found itself in a much diﬀerent place,
after the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery, and the
Black Lives Matter protests that followed.
Strong leaders of young black men
have been elevated even more.
Many have pointed to college football
locker rooms as a subsection of life
where varying cultures and backgrounds and races blend to work together for a common goal — a trait the rest of
the world could stand to emulate.
The coaching realm isn’t as diverse.
Yet Dunn broke through.
Weeks before he became OSU’s offensive coordinator, he was named to
the same position at UNLV. He took the
job because it gave him play-calling responsibilities, a role that almost always
precedes becoming a head coach. And
that’s Dunn’s ultimate goal.
At a family dinner in Houston prior to
OSU’s appearance in the Texas Bowl,
the Dunns discussed how a move to offensive coordinator would ﬁnally put
Kasey on the necessary track to possible
head coaching jobs.
“We had a long discussion about how
there are certain positions that feed into
leadership positions, and how you don’t
often see minorities in those leadership
positions,” said Kayla Dunn, Kasey’s

oldest daughter, who is a senior at OSU
and was a ﬁnalist for the Truman Scholarship, one of the premier postgraduate
scholarships for aspiring public leaders
in the country.
When Kasey Dunn came to Stillwater
in 2011 as receivers coach, it was the 11th
stop on his coaching journey that began
as a volunteer assistant at the University of Idaho.
He can recall minority coaches who
have impacted him. But none who were
head coaches or coordinators whom he
worked for. And that’s why taking the
UNLV job was so important.
A few days later, OSU’s oﬀensive coordinator at the time, Sean Gleeson, left
for Rutgers, and Dunn was promoted by
Mike Gundy.
“My dad doesn’t make a big deal
about many things, but I know with this
position, it really did mean a lot to him,
especially once he found out he was the
only minority in a leadership position in
the Big 12,” Kayla said. “He can relate to
his players on a more signiﬁcant level in
this position.
“With everything that’s going on with
the Black Lives Matter movement and
the protests, it’s important to be able to
listen and understand where people are
coming from, and how people’s lives
have been impacted by race and ethnicity.”
Dunn is in a position where black
players don’t often see someone of color.
For players who want to coach, or young

assistants getting started in the business — like quality control coach Lorenzo Joe or student assistant Tracin Wallace — a role model now exists in their
world. Not just on television or social
media, but in real life, where they do
their day-to-day work.
“Dad relates to his players who are
minorities, because he went through a
lot of struggles growing up, so he relates
to them and where they’re coming from
in this time, and in general,” Kayla said.
“In any case, having someone that looks
like you in a leadership position, it gives
you a sense of normalcy and a sense
that you can do that, too. That position
doesn’t have a monopoly by a certain
type of person.”
Dunn still thinks of himself ﬁrst as a
member of the human race. He doesn’t
automatically think of himself as a
black oﬀensive coordinator, and when
he’s a head coach, he won’t instantly
think of himself as a black head coach.
He was always taught that such labels were unnecessary. But in the eﬀort
to further the cause of black coaches in
football, the label comes with the territory.
“My old man just said, ‘Hey, man, just
go to work and work hard,’” Dunn said.
“So that’s kind of how I always saw it.
But in talking about it with my wife and
daughter, I see how this can open up
doors, and I deﬁnitely think it can open
up opportunities for other people.
“And that’s big.”
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