From record breaking moments to future franchises, women'’s basketball is soaring to new
heights with rising stars like Caitlin Clark and Sabrina lonescu transforming the game.
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ver 9.9 million people tuned numbers are huge increases com-
in to watch the 2023 NCAA pared to viewership from years pri-
March Madness Champion- or. What the casual fan may not
ship game. The hype leading realize is these numbers are for
up to the game was immense astwo tal-  the NCAA women's March Mad-
ented teams with entertaining styles  ness tournament, not the men's.
of play faced off. These large numbers in view-
The Final Four, the two ership are a testament to the in-
games preceding the Na- creasing popularity for women's
tional  Championship, basketball in recent years. In fact,
featured an average of just 15 years ago the women's
6.5 million viewers. National Championship game
Both of these  between the University of Con-
major necticut and Louisville collected
just 2.67 million viewers, 30% of what
we saw this past year.
Evelyn Zhang, a senior at Paly

who has played basketball since she was
little, notes that this may be a result of
changing attitudes towards the sport.
“People have always had a misconcep-
tion about women'’s sports,” she said.
“They are more team-based, there's
more team-based plays and passing
and everything. But people thought that
women's sports just aren’t worth watch-
ing [because] they're not as athletic or

they're not as interesting because they're
not as flashy. But | think people have
come to realize that that's not the only
objective with the sport of basketball.”

While women'’s college basketball de-
veloped less than a year after men’s col-
lege basketball (back in 1892), it took
much longer for women'’s basketball to
become a developed professional sport,
in part due to the pervasive attitudes that
Zhang discussed.

The NBA was founded in 1946, but it
took half a century more for the WNBA to
be developed in 1996. Just like the NBA,
the WNBA was making strides to do new
things.

The very first WNBA game (New York
Liberty versus Los Angeles Sparks in
1997) had a crowd of just over 14,000
people watching. The recent NCAA
game that broke the ESPN record had
more than 700 times that amount.

Sheryl Swoopes was the first play-
er signed to a WNBA team in 1997
and throughout her career won 3 MVP
awards. Along with Swoopes, many
other women like Lisa Leslie - who is a
four-time Olympic gold medal winner
- and Val Ackerman - who became the
first president of the WNBA - have made
steps towards helping the WNBA thrive.
There are many women who want to
make the WNBA big and are putting in
the work because basketball is the sport
they love.

Recently, the hype and
energy surrounding
women’s  basket-
ball, at both
the  colle-
giate and
profes- £
sional
levels,
has sky-
rocket-
ed. This
is main-
ly in part
because
of more me-
dia coverage,
for both watching
the games and on social
media. Through this coverage, athletes
such as Sabrina lonescu, Caitlin Clark,
Angel Reese, and many more have made
names for themselves through their stel-
lar on-the-court play and off-the-court
appearances.

Zhang notes that the power of social
media is often harnessed to support
these athletes.

“[Women'’s bas-
ketball] is just
getting more

attention,”
she said. ‘I
think [it's]

due to so-
cial me- 4

dia, and
how it's &
so easy |
for mo-

ments to
go viral.
So you
know, like
with Caitlin
Clark, she
WES doing
so great, even
in her freshman
year, but she didn't
really go viral until
you know, the end of
her third year.”

Another Paly student, soph-
omore and basketball player June
Tau, has loved watching women's bas-
ketball since she was little and recogniz-
es the increase in popularity and media
coverage.

"l honestly see a great improvement

within the women's

college  basket-
ball media
coverage,”

: Tau  said.
2 “I'  think
that the
media is
slowly
starting
to real-

college

wom -

en’s s
inter-
esting.
Als o
w h e n
big media
. stars  such
' as actors, sing-
ers, and even male
bas- ketball players show their
support to young college women ath-
letes the media definitely covers it a lot.”

Laney Amundsen, a women's basket-
ball player for Cal State Northridge, ad-
dresses how the media and coverage of
women's basketball has changed from a
player perspective.

“From a players perspective media cov-
erage of women'’s college basketball in
years past, hasn't been great.” she said.
“Even thinking back to the NCAA tour-
nament during COVID-19, the women's
side had little to no funding compared to
the men's side.

Amundsen adds how the media recent-
ly, specifically this past season, has taken
a massive surge.

“| will say that within the past year it's
been amazing to see the light being
shed on women'’s college basketball,”
she said. “There are so many talented
women out there that are finally getting
the attention they deserve, so | hope it
continues.”

A primary example of the surge in me-
dia coverage is Sabrina lonescu, a WNBA
All-Star for the New York Liberty. She be-
came a household name after breaking
the record for most points scored in a
three-point contest, between both the
NBA and WNBA. At the 2023 WNBA All-
Star Weekend, lonescu totaled 37 points
out of the 40 points available, and she
knocked down a staggering 25 out of
her 27 three-point shot attempts.

After this incredible performance,
there was massive debate surrounding
who the greatest shooter in the world
is: Sabrina lonescu or Stephen Curry?
Amidst the debate, lonescu challenged
Curry to a shootout, and from the men'’s
three points line, no less. Curry accepted



| o -
nescu
29-26 -
garnered 5.4
million average
viewers and was the
most-watched NBA All-Star
Saturday night in four years. But outside
of the ratings, the event brought massive
attention to the NBA, WNBA, and wom-
en’s inclusivity as a whole, along with
raising thousands of dollars for chari-
ty. Many young fans watching the sport
idolize both lonescu and Curry and the
NBA plans to continue these kinds of
events in the future.
lonescu rec-

and the
shootout
occurred at
the 2024 NBA
All-Star Weekend

in Indianapolis.
Despite high anticipa-
tion, excitement, and expec-
tations, the event blew all of
that out of the water. The -
contest - where Cur- o

ry just eked f

out the win

ognized the event
as an opportu-
nity not only
to advance
her own
career,
but also
to in-
crease
visibility
for the
talent
present
in the
WNBA as
well.
y “Know-
' ing that |
had the
opportuni-
ty to kind of pick
what line | wanted
to shoot from, it was a
no-brainer,” lonescu told
reporters. “[| want to] continue to
prove that we're capable and willing.
Wanted to continue to equal the play-
ing field and doing so on the big-
gest stage.”

Tau acknowledges the
much-deserved attention that the
event brought to women'’s sports.

"] watched Steph vs Sabrina and

really enjoyed it,” she said. “I think that
the NBA should continue incorporating
the WNBA into their all-star weekend
just because the WNBA doesn't receive
nearly as much attention as the NBA for
many reasons but it was nice to see one
of the greatest female shooters compete
against the greatest male shooter. It also
was nice to see Sabrina get the recog-
nition she deserves since she still does
hold the three point contest record for
both NBA and WNBA."

Paly senior and basketball player Kara
Vetter notes one reason why this was

such a big moment for lonescu and
women'’s basketball.

"A lot of the reason that [lonescu] is
getting more attention is because she's
getting interactions with big male bas-
ketball names,” Vetter said. “I don’t know
how common that is, but | definitely think
that is a pattern.”

Though some believe that it's negative
that female athletes sometimes need
bigger (usually male) basketball players
to help give them a larger platform, Vet-
ter thinks that this is an overwhelmingly
positive scenario.

“You can see how Steph supports
omen'’s basketball,” she said. “"He takes
a lot of opportunities to shout out wom-
en players. | think that's a great move for
NBA players to be doing because they
[the female players] can have sponsor-
ships, like [Stanford player] Cameron
Brink has a sponsorship with New Bal-
ance and she's getting a lot of attention.
And they're able to monetize more. So
appearing in commercials with all these
NBA stars is really positive.”

Steph Curry is one of many NBA play-
ers who are pushing for change in the
gender inequality problem within sports.
Curry helps players from the WNBA re-
ceive their deserved recognition.

Caitlin Clark is another prominent fig-
ure in the women's basketball scene.
Clark, a senior at the University of lowa,
is known for her difficult shot-making
ability and deep three-point range. As a
result, she is one of the most prolific scor-
ers in college basketball history.

In fact, on February 15,2024, in a game
against Michigan, Clark dropped a ca-
reer-high 49 points, making her career
total 3,569. This number made her the
highest-scoring player in women'’s col-
lege basketball history, beating Kelsey
Plum's previous record of 3,527.

However, Clark was not done yet, as
on March 3, Clark brought her total up
to 3,685 points, becoming the highest
scorer in NCAA basketball history, both
men’s and women'’s, surpassing the pre-
vious record of 3,667 points set by Pete
Maravich between 1967-70.

Clark’s recent surge of record-breaking
has brought massive attention to her and
women'’s basketball, with athletes across
the country giving her props and con-
gratulating her for her success. The game
in which she achieved her record collect-
ed over 4 million peak viewers and was
the most-watched regular season wom-
en's college basketball game since 1999.
Numerous celebrities, including Travis
Scott, were present at the game. Follow-

ing the match, Scott enthusiastically took
photos with Clark and the entire team.
The influx of social media posts from
NBA icons like LeBron James has am-
plified the event's significance, creating
widespread attention and boosting its
popularity to new heights.

Paly senior Neel Sharma addresses how
he got interested in women's basketball
primarily through Clark’s record-break-
ing surge.

“| [started watching] mainly because
of the uprising of Caitlin Clark,” Sharma
said. “She made it a situation where more
people knew about women's college
basketball than men’s, and made it really
relevant.”

Ever since Caitlin Clark announced she
would be declaring for the 2025 WNBA
draft, ticket prices for the Indiana Fever
(the team with first pick, who are report-
edly planning to select her) have surged.
As they hold the important number one
pick in the draft, it has undoubtedly in-
creased anticipation amongst
Fever and WNBA
fans. Currently, the
average price of
an Indiana Fever
ticket stands
at $140,
which is a
remark-
able in-
crease
of 133%
from
[ a st
year's
aver-
age of
$60.

Along
with the
overall ticket
price increase in
the WNBA recently, the league has be-
come more popular, selling out more
games than ever before and generating
the most revenue in the league's history.
As a result, WNBA commissioner Cathy
Engelbert said the league was eyeing a
short list of 10 cities for new teams and
hoping to add multiple franchises by
2025.

The WNBA, which only has 12 teams
in the league currently, is looking to ex-
pand the league for the first time since
the Atlanta Dream were added in 2008.
One of these cities which may get a new
WNBA team is San Francisco, with a new
team coming to join the Golden State
Warriors in the Chase Center in 2025.

According to
Golden State
chairman
Joe Lacob,
the  team

will  likely
be known
as "the Gold-
en State,”

a name that
closely ties it to
their owner team,

the Golden State War-
riors. This is a move that is
applauded by many fans who
recognize the benefits of linking

the two teams.

In English soccer, big club teams like
Arsenal, Tottenham, Manchester City,
and many more have both mens and
womens teams under the same club
banner, which helps increase the amount
of womens fans since they share jerseys,
cheers and general culture with their
highly-watched male counterparts. In
the case of the new San Francisco WNBA

team, their close link to the Warriors
might help increase the hype for

the new team by easily draw-

ing Warriors fans.

Vetter notes that
the Stanford team's
popularity  will
also create
excitement
for the new

W N B A

team. The

Cardinals

won their

final  reg-
ular season
conference
championship
(before the Pac-
12 dissolves next
year) and are heading into the
NCAA championships with their eyes on
the gold. Their coach, Tara VanDerveer
recently broke the record of having the
most wins in college basketball history
with 1,203 wins, beating the record pre-
viously held by former Duke men’s coach
Mike Krzyzewski.

“They realize that a lot of players are
getting so much attention,” Vetter said.
“It's just a good step forward, and | think
they're trying to capitalize on that [atten-
tion] and just also expand viewership,
because the Bay Area has a big women'’s
basketball fan base thanks to Stanford.”

Zhang is hoping that the surge in pop-
ularity for NCAA women's basketball will

lead

t o
an in-
crease in
viewership for
the WNBA as well. :

“Right now college basketball is get-
ting super popular, but the WNBA is still
kind of behind the viewership,” she said.
“Some people argue it's because the
WNBA doesn't rake in as much money,
and they're not able to pay as much. But
once we see big stars coming in, it's just
a matter of time."

Amundsen adds how the recognition
of college stars will help the WNBA as
they make their transition from college
to professional basketball.

"l would hope people continue to fol-
low them as they take their next step to
the WNBA,” Amundsen said. “This would
grow the number of viewers for the
WNBA.

The growth of women's basketball does
not look like it is stopping anytime soon,
as there are many rising stars across both
the collegiate and professional level, and
the hype and coverage of the sport will
continue to see an increase as well, espe-
cially as female stars gain more recogni-
tion. Soon, we could see the WNBA grow
even more and hope to add more teams,
eventually expanding to be as big as the
NBA's 30 teams.

The movement in women's basketball
has allowed for women's inclusivity and
growth. Women'’s basketball is leading
the way for other women's sports to fol-
low in its footsteps, further growing the
foundation for women's athletics to be-
come as popular and respected as their
male counterparts.



