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Abstract 

U.S. women’s professional volleyball gets another chance, for the 
players’ sake 

Rachel Liane Corbelli, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisor:  R.B. Brenner 

Volleyball is the third most popular sport for girls in the U.S., with almost 16,650 

female players in the NCAA. However, there are few opportunities for even the most 

accomplished women to further their athletic careers because there is no professional 

volleyball league in the U.S. Many athletes decide to play in leagues overseas, while even 

more choose to abandon the sport and pursue a more traditional career. In 2011, the 

United States Volleyball Association created the Premiere Volleyball League, a 

grassroots organization, hoping to give these players an opportunity to play 

professionally in their home country. One team in Dallas found early success in the 

league, but was unable to support itself financially and became defunct. However, the rest 

of the league is gaining momentum, and more teams are joining each year. After three 

years, the PVL is already the longest-running professional volleyball league in the history 

of the U.S.  Players have enjoyed their experiences with the league and hope it is 

sustainable for the future. 
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U.S. WOMEN’S PROFESSIONAL VOLLEYBALL GETS ANOTHER CHANCE, 

FOR THE PLAYERS’ SAKE 

Allison King fought for every last second of her collegiate volleyball career. 

In the first round of the 2011 NCAA Volleyball Division I championship 

tournament, King and the unseeded Baylor Bears faced No. 22 Michigan in a single-

elimination stand off in Stanford, California. The Bears had staved off one match point 

and were hoping to survive another. But as King watched the airborne setter in blue and 

maize reach for the top of the ball, she knew her opponent was attempting a sneak attack 

that had worked five times previously. She called out to warn her teammates and made a 

desperate dive towards the center of the court, but the ball hit the ground inches from her 

outstretched hand. The whistle blew, the Wolverines cheered, and King, a senior, 

sprawled on the floor. It was over. 

King earned 29 digs during her final career match, lifting her to a new Big 12 

Conference single-season record. But while Michigan plotted to eventually upset No. 11 

Stanford in front of the Cardinal’s home fans, King and her teammates boarded a plane 

back to Waco in brooding silence.  Her eligibility had run out – yet she hadn’t quieted her 

hunger for high-level competition. 

“I not ready to be done,” King recalled thinking as she flew over the Western 

deserts. “I haven’t run out of steam yet.” 

For King and thousands of other women, competitive opportunities beyond 

college volleyball are limited. The United States is one of only a few of the 220 nations 

affiliated with the International Federation of Volleyball that does not have an established 

professional league. This is not due to a lack of popularity; a 2008 survey found that 
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volleyball is the third most popular sport for girls behind basketball and track and field. 

That year, almost 398,000 girls participated in volleyball at about 15,000 high schools 

across the country. Those players filtered into just over 1,000 NCAA programs, keeping 

16,650 female athletes competing in Divisions I, II and III in 2013. About 300 fewer 

athletes played collegiate basketball that year on 40 more teams.  

Just the 32 members of the U.S. national team are able to train and compete 

professionally in the United States. For most volleyball players and other female athletes 

involved in team sports, the only way of furthering their athletic careers has been to play 

overseas. Leagues in Europe, Asia, and South America are especially popular with 

players and crowds. But the women then must leave their families and friends, struggle 

with language barriers and cultural differences, and join programs they know nothing 

about. The current landscape can discourage female athletes like King from pursing a 

professional career in sports. 

But she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.  

She had already spent a majority of her life in a gym.  King began playing 

competitive club volleyball at the age of 11 for Skyline Juniors, a highly regarded club in 

Dallas. For eight months of the year, King traveled the 20 miles from her hometown of 

Carrollton to Plano every Tuesday and Thursday evening for practice and workouts. She 

spent most weekends in convention centers and hotels while journeying across the state 

(and occasionally the country) for tournaments. Her team repeatedly won bids to the 

junior national championships, an honor given to fewer than 150 teams in the nation in 

each age group. 

At these major tournaments, most of the best players in the country are crammed 

into one convention center, playing on over 100 side-by-side courts. In between her 

team’s matches, King would wander around the open hall to watch the older players 
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compete and observe the many critical faces standing around the courts, wearing their 

respective universities’ garb. The 5-foot-7 middle schooler dreamed of the day that 

college recruiters and casual spectators would surround her team’s court.  

She made the Hebron High School varsity volleyball squad as a freshman, which 

meant dedicating her club offseason to afterschool workouts, practices, and matches. The 

Hawks won the 4A State tournament in King’s first year on the team and had continued 

success in the star outside hitter’s following three letterwinning years. And sometime 

between her countless volleyball commitments, she found time to volunteer as an 

elementary school mentor. 

King chose to play volleyball at Baylor. While pursuing her degree in elementary 

education, she set a program record for digs in a career (2,110) and helped her team to a 

Sweet 16 appearance as a sophomore. The versatile player switched from libero – a 

defensive player – to outside hitter – an offensive player – from season to season, filling 

whatever role the team needed. As her senior year was winding down, she was reaching 

for both program and conference records, and King realized she wasn’t ready to give up 

on the sport she loved.  

For more than 10 years, she dedicated herself to becoming better volleyball 

player. Each season she worked to get faster, stronger, and smarter than she was before. 

When she achieved goals, she set new ones. And finally, in her last year of collegiate 

volleyball, she was beginning to live up to her own expectations. How could she let go at 

such a high point in her training?  

By the time her eligibility ran out, though, she had already been accepted to 

Baylor’s sports management graduate program, and she had a steady job as the 

administrator of a youth volleyball clinic. King decided to finish her last semester of 
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college, opting to play in a few pick-up adult tournaments when time allowed. For the 

time being, she had to forgo her dream of being a professional athlete. 

But during one of those tournaments in April 2012, four months after graduating 

from college, King heard about a new high-level initiative called the Premiere Volleyball 

League that would be forming a team in Dallas. Knowing the opportunity to play 

professionally was rare for female athletes, King set out in search of more information.  

Entrepreneurs and idea leaders have tried to give the sport a chance in the U.S. 

since before King was born. In 1987, sports mogul Steve Arnold created the six-team 

Major League Volleyball organization. Despite the league’s big-money partnership with 

shipping company DHL and a television contract with ESPN, team owners pulled out 

midway through the third season as financial losses piled up.  

Then, in 2002, homebuilder and software investor William Kennedy founded the 

United States Professional Volleyball League. Four teams from the Midwest competed 

for one season before financial backing fell through and forced the league to halt 

operations. The league hoped to return in 2004, but never received the proper funding.  

This new league, King discovered, was sanctioned by USA Volleyball, the 

national governing body for the sport. The adult tournaments she participated in were run 

by the 87-year-old organization, as were the events she and most other U.S. juniors 

played in during their teenage careers. For organizational purposes, USAV split the 

nation into 40 regions, which serve as the local authority for teams and events in their 

area. These regional divisions made the formation of PVL teams intuitive and seamless. 

Each squad is fielded by a well-established organization with a board of directors, active 

members, funding from membership dues and tournament entry fees, and a passion for 

the game. Regions also have freedom to choose whether they want to field a team for the 

league. 
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 he region King had played for since she was 11, North Texas, was the fifth 

confirmed PVL team. PVL founder Steve Bishop convinced the region’s commissioner 

Andy Reitinger to buy into the league during the 2011 NCAA Volleyball Final Four in 

San Antonio, mere weeks after King’s college career had ended. The first four teams 

were secured during a commissioners meeting in Denver in October 2011, just a few 

minutes after Bishop concluded his proposal. 

And after just three years, the PVL is already the longest-running professional 

volleyball endeavor in United States history. 

Being one of the Top 10 largest regions in the organization, North Texas region 

officials felt it was their duty to field a team for the inaugural season. That year, King and 

her teammates went 6-2 at the PVL Championships, clinching third place and a $3,500 

prize that fueled a subsequent season. The following year, the team earned a 7-1 record 

but only a fifth-place finish, and left the tournament empty-handed. Without prize money, 

the region was unable to warrant spending another $15,000 on the next season. The PVL 

team was also too unstable to withstand some of the personnel changes happening within 

the organization. After just two years, Team North Texas became defunct. 

But while the North Texas team was floundering, the rest of the league was 

flourishing. In 2013, the league saw the addition of six women’s teams and a four-team 

men’s division, totaling 20 participating teams in sixteen regions. Last year, without 

Team North Texas, the number of women’s teams dropped from 16 to 14, but the men’s 

division increased by eight teams, totaling 26 participating teams. For the upcoming 2015 

season, 15 teams of each gender have registered, increasing the number again to 30.  

The first PVL Championships were held in Salt Lake City in 2012, and North 

Texas followed through on its promise to field a team. Reitinger reached out to the 

nearby University of North Texas’ head volleyball coach Ken Murczek, who had 
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previous helped with other USAV initiatives. He agreed to head up the team, bringing 

with him his assistant at UNT, Diego Casteneda, who was also King’s former manager at 

Baylor. 

Murczek used the possible prize money to entice players during the recruiting 

process, even though the biggest reward a player could receive was about $450. He 

decided to recruit half in-region and half out-of-region players. By inviting external 

players to the North Texas team, he could ensure the level of play remained competitive. 

But by incorporating players from the region, he hoped to inspire North Texas’ current 

and former players who may have thought the idea of playing professionally was 

farfetched. If a young girl heard her hometown hero made it to the PVL, Murczek hoped 

she would aspire to do the same. 

King was one of the former North Texas Region players selected for the team. 

Although a work commitment kept her from the tryout in April, Casteneda awarded her 

with a spot as the team’s defensive specialist based on what he’d seen from her at Baylor. 

Overall, the 11-player roster featured a number of NCAA Division I All-

Americans, three conference players of the year, three league freshmen of the year and 

nine players with other previous professional experience.  

The women flew in from their respective cities on May 24, two days before 

competition began, to prepare for the tournament.  

Only two players were previously college teammates, but with five girls from the 

Big 10 and four from the SEC, everyone found a familiar face upon arrival. King was the 

only Big 12 representative on the roster, but she immediately recognized Courtney 

Fletcher from the Michigan bunch that ended her senior season. 

 With only two days to work out the kinks, the newly acquainted teammates 

headed to the gym as soon as possible. The two practices the day before the tournament 
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were fast-paced and game-like. Five months had passed since King had been expected to 

repeatedly dig 60 mile-per-hour attacks, and her body began to ache. She limped through 

drills and began breathing heavily due to the higher altitude’s thin air. Coach Murczek 

was understanding, though, and he encouraged her through her initial discomfort.  

Middle blocker Ashley Benson, who had just returned from her first professional 

season in Puerto Rico, couldn’t help but smile when Coach Murczek spoke. The Indiana 

native had spent months misunderstanding her Spanish-speaking coach, never knowing if 

she was correcty executing the game plan. Having a coach with the same native language 

was now a luxury, so she didn’t take a word Murczek said for granted. She accepted 

every critique with urgency and gratitude. 

At first, the volleyball was ugly, with players colliding and balls dropping 

between two confused teammates. But once the team’s offensive and defensive schemes 

were established and rehearsed, the energy level quickly escalated. The girls jumped 

higher, reacted faster, and cheered louder. The team had found its chemistry.  

The PVL Championship tournament began the next day. While walking into the 

convention center with her new teammates, King’s heart began to race. She spotted the 

metal bleachers placed on three sides of the court. Soon, an audience of her peers would 

fill those seats to watch her compete against her idols and former rivals. This tournament 

would be a return to the Division I level of volleyball she had grown used to in her youth 

training but had been deprived of for months. But mostly, it was a glimpse into the 

elusive world of professional volleyball.  

This was more than just a pick-up tournament. This was her dream.  

King and company won their first match against Puget Sound, but fell later in the 

day to a powerful Iowa Ice squad. The team found its groove in the following two days, 

winning four in a row and claiming the second seed on the final day of bracket play. On 
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the fourth and final day of the competition, Team North Texas lost to the Hoosier 

Exterminators in the semi-final round, sending the players to the consolation match. They 

later beat the Utah Unity to secure third place out of 12 teams.  

USAV awarded the 2012 squad with a $3,500 check. King and her teammates 

took home about $160 each, and the remaining sum went back to the region to offset 

costs of the seasons they hoped would follow.  

The four-day season had given King a taste of life as a professional volleyball 

player. What had seemed like a distant possibility suddenly became her ultimate goal. 

She had enrolled in graduate school, however, and she was determined to have a master’s 

degree to fall back on. Even if she could get an athletic contract soon, a career in 

professional sports wouldn’t last forever, and it certainly wouldn’t support her financially 

for long. 

 So King spent the entire next year working towards her master’s in sports 

management. While she was finishing her degree in May 2013, the North Texas team 

carried on without her.  

Coach Ken Murczek returned for the second season, as did players Ashley 

Benson, Ellen Herman, Sarah Rumely and Colleen Ward. 

At the 2013 PVL Championships, Team North Texas won fifth place out of 16 

teams, finishing with a 7-1 record and the highest point ratio at the tournament. The 

players were unhappy with their placement at the tournament, and they vowed to return 

next year to win the title. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t get the chance. 

The region decided not to fund a PVL team in 2014. The previous season cost 

about $15,000, and without providing any income, the team was eating into the region’s 

$900,000 budget. The region was also undergoing a change of leadership, with highly 

involved Executive Director Robyn Barlow leaving her post and Donise King taking her 
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place. The new director was not as familiar with the league and was reluctant to allocate 

any more of the region’s funds towards a money-guzzling PVL team. Further, the 

region’s coach accepted a job at Wake Forest University in North Carolina and severed 

ties with Team North Texas.  

When fall came and King had completed her master’s degree, she decided it was 

time to attempt a volleyball career overseas. The recent graduate hired an agent to seek 

teams to send tapes and letters of recommendation. She was quickly offered a spot on 

Gislaved Volleybollklubb in Sweden. The Texas native scrounged some warm clothes 

from friends and family, packed as much of her life as she could into two suitcases, and 

boarded a plane. 

King’s new home was a small, inland town in the southern tip of Sweden. For the 

2013-2014 season, King became one of Gislaved’s 10,000 inhabitants within the town’s 

2.5 square mile radius. The town had a serene pond that locals would frequent for fishing 

and relaxing and a few quaint cafes, but didn’t offer much to an adventure-seeking 23-

year-old.  

When it wasn’t playing one of the season’s 30 games, Gislaved VBK had practice 

for two hours every day. Practice days left King with free time to explore her town, but 

after a few weeks she had seen the place a dozen times over. Luckily she was able to 

entertain herself with some of her fellow American teammates in their shared apartment, 

and they traveled on the occasional weekend off. But all the down time allowed King to 

think too much about what she was missing back at home, and she constantly doubted her 

decision to play abroad. 

“This is my dream job,” she would remind herself. “I’m making a living playing 

volleyball.” 
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But the volleyball she was playing in Sweden was much different than what she 

played in the United States. Gislaved was a middle-of-the-road team that placed in the 

bottom half of its conference. King was used to winning more often than she did in 

Sweden. The team’s playing facility resembled a middle school’s gymnasium, with about 

three rows of backless bleachers on one side of the court. The seats were typically filled 

with fans, but the atmosphere was a dramatic downgrade from Baylor’s arena and loyal 

student fan base.  

King counted the days until she could return home to her family and friends. 

“This is the feedback I’m getting from many: they go overseas for a couple years, 

it becomes a bit of a grind, they’re away from their family, they miss all those family 

moments and they’re willing to trade that for the opportunity to play at a high level while 

pursuing a quote unquote regular career in the U.S.,” PVL Commissioner Bishop said. 

“That’s what we’re trying to create.” 

The PVL hopes to accomplish the seemingly impossible task of sustaining an 

American professional volleyball league so players like King don’t have to uproot their 

entire life for their love of the game. Bishop thinks the grassroots model is the new idea 

that the U.S. needed.  

“We’ve partnered with our regions and given them the permission and authority 

to create their own semi-pro or pro teams, whichever model they wanted to go after, and 

to use the athletes from their respective regions, which as we’ve found out over the past 

couple of years are just sitting around wondering where the heck they can play at a high 

level,” Bishop said. 

The previous league attempts implemented a top-down model where investors 

threw money at the program, hoping people would inherently care and become quick fans 
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of the sport. The PVL’s approach brings the league to people who have already invested 

their time and money into the game.  

 The one and only PVL event, the championship tournament, is held during 

USAV’s Open Nationals, an annual event for the nation’s adult players that is one of the 

largest national championships for any sport in the United States. The Open is a giant 

gathering of former competitive volleyball players (including King’s former collegiate 

teammates and competitors) who have paid hundreds of dollars out of pocket to play at a 

high level again. Holding the PVL Championships at the Open guarantees that players 

with contracts abroad can participate in the league since most overseas seasons have 

ended by the time the tournament rolls around, but it’s also a way to bring the game back 

to people who already love it.  

And unlike the attempts that came before, the PVL is actually on track with its 

five-year plan. By 2018, the league hopes to have a “triple crown” approach that will 

consist of three championship events, each held concurrently with a major USAV 

tournament. A number of teams would be eliminated at each stop, somewhat mimicking 

the NCAA Tournament structure.  

“The short term goal, within three to five years, was to get to 20 or more teams,” 

Bishop said. The league reached that goal in their second season. 

With the number of teams increasing each year, the PVL seemingly has enough 

interested players to implement its five year plan. 

“Money is the only thing standing in our way right now,” Bishop said. “We are 

trying to find ways to offset the additional travel costs that will be required when we 

implement that model.” 

To offset those costs, the PVL recently applied for grant funding from the 

International Federation of Volleyball (FIVB). If the FIVB approves the grant money, the 
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PVL will be recognized as the official domestic professional league of the U.S., a title no 

previous league has ever held. Besides putting the grant travel costs, the league would 

hire a marketing firm to create a website to consolidate information from every team, like 

player biographies and statistics, similar to something you would find for the NBA or 

NFL. 

Bishop, King, and many of her North Texas teammates said they believe that the 

PVL is the future of professional volleyball in the U.S.  

“I’m just happy that we have a lot of commissioners who see the same vision and 

are willing to put a lot of resources behind this,” Bishop said. I think it’s certainly 

sustainable as long as the regions continue to support it and find value in it.” 

King’s North Texas teammate Ashley Benson was a Bloomington, Indiana native 

who left a legacy at Indiana University. In her junior year, she became the first ever 

Hoosier to be named an All-American, making the third team. Her senior year, she was 

named to First Team All-American after leading her 2010 squad to the program’s first 

Sweet 16 appearance. 

Benson was highly sought after by European clubs, eventually getting snatched up 

by USC Münster in Germany, the winner of nine German championship titles. But the 

self-proclaimed homebody says she isn’t as inspired to compete as she once was. 

“For me, wearing the jersey that said ‘Indiana’ across the chest was a big deal,” 

she said. “You need to know that you’re playing for something that’s bigger than you, 

and there’s more to it than just the money.” 

For Benson, playing in the PVL fills that gap. “It’s more than just volleyball for 

us,” she said. “We get to share something that we absolutely love with people that we 

care about and want to see grow.” 
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On March 11, 2015, a post on the PVL Facebook page announced the return of 

Team North Texas.  The new executive director had been at her post for over a year, and 

she had learned more about the PVL and its mission to grow volleyball in the United 

States. In the 2014-2015 approved budget for the North Texas region, no money was 

allocated towards a PVL team. But region officials decided to sacrifice $20,000 of the 

expected $57,000 return from the season so that Team North Texas could have a chance 

to avenge their 2013 fifth place finish. 

After one season abroad, King returned to Texas to start her own volleyball 

training camp (with the help of a PVL teammate). But as of 2015, she said she is ready to 

get back to playing full-time, and she plans to go abroad again after hopefully 

participating in the championships. She hopes playing for Team North Texas will get her 

back in playing shape and satisfy her craving for competition.  

But first, she’ll have to get past tryouts. Team North Texas is hoping to raise its 

level of play as well. League officials are recruiting Tonya Johnson, an assistant coach at 

the University of Texas at Austin, to lead the team at the 2015 championships. They’re 

also shooting for the stars in recruiting Destinee Hooker, a former Longhorn who led 

Team USA to a silver medal at the 2012 Olympics, once called the greatest player in the 

U.S. and possibly the world. 

Benson will not be able to return to the team this year. Her club in Germany has 

called her back for summer training.  

Coach Murczek left the North Texas region when he accepted a position at Wake 

Forest University, but he coached the Carolina Flight during the 2014 PVL 

championships. He will take this year off, though, as the Flight cannot financially support 

a team this year.  
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The roster for Team North Texas will be different, but expectations for the team 

remain high. The region has partnered with established junior club programs to borrow 

their facilities for tryouts, as well as their administration for organizational help. They 

hope that, by giving more leadership roles to region members and bringing the game to 

younger players, they can ensure the stability of the North Texas PVL team.  

As for the PVL, with more and more players hoping to play for a home crowd and 

plenty of regions behind them in support, the league looks to be around for at least the 

next few years.  

Even though some regions have fluctuating budgets, enough interest has been 

generated in the community to sustain a league for at least a few more years, or so it 

seems.  

Bishop said he’s very pleased with the growth of the league.  

“It started as a crazy idea in a passionate individual because I was tired of us 

being the only country in the world that didn’t have any kind of professional volleyball,” 

he said. “By the time we had our first PVL Championships, we had 12 teams on the 

court. And we really haven’t looked back since then.” 

  

 

 


