
Penny Semaia ranks as one of the University of Pittsburgh’s most visible and impactful staff 
members both within the athletic department as well as the overall campus community. As senior 
associate athletic director for student life, perhaps no administrator has a greater influence on the 
personal growth of Panthers student-athletes during their undergraduate years than Semaia. 

Leading the Cathy and John Pelusi Family Life Skills Program, Semaia oversees numerous 
workshops and resources geared to help develop the total student-athlete at Pitt. His driving 
daily mission: equip the university’s student-athletes with the skills, knowledge and experi-
ences they need to achieve wellrounded success both at Pitt and in their lives beyond college. 

Semaia is well suited for this role. His Pitt association dates back two decades to when he 
was a scholarship football student-athlete for the Panthers (1999-2003). He finished his 
career as a four-year letterman, while earning his bachelor’s degree in anthropology with 
related areas in sociology and performance in 2003.

Semaia rejoined his alma mater in 2005 as career and life skills coordinator, then assumed 
increasingly high-level roles that directly impact the lives and well-being of Pitt student-
athletes. Under his influence, Pitt has been recognized as a national leader in life skills 
programing and student-athlete development. His expertise is sought out across the country 
as a speaker and presenter on issues impacting today’s collegiate student-athletes.

Semaia has served as a facilitator for numerous NCAA Student-Athlete Leadership confer-
ences, the NFL/NCAA Life Skills Summit as well as the National Consortium for Academic 
and Sports (NCAS). He is a member of the NCAA Mental Health Task Force and the NCAA 
Student-Athlete Affairs Advisory Group.

Semaia’s impact goes well beyond Pitt. He has collaborated with Pittsburgh Public Schools 
to initiate “We Promise,” a campaign aimed at promoting higher education and life readiness 
among the city’s young African-American students. Semaia also teamed up with the Troy 
and Theodora Polamalu Foundation to provide life skills training through the “Fa’a Samoa 
Initiative” in American Samoa. 

Semaia’s passionate dedication to service earned him Pitt’s “Chancellor’s Award for Staff 
Excellence in the Community” as well as the “Art Ramicone Unsung Hero Award” from 
Pitt’s Division of Student Affairs. His community efforts were also recognized by the City 
of Pittsburgh when he was honored with the “Citizen Service Award” and received a proc-
lamation naming May 25, 2012 “Mr. Penny Semaia Day.” Additionally, Semaia is a past 
“Pittsburgh’s 50 Finest” honoree, which benefits the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation while 
recognizing the region’s outstanding professionals for their community service, career 
success and contributions through charitable organizations. 

A proud native of Utica, N.Y., Semaia was a first-team all-state offensive lineman at 
Proctor High School and additionally lettered as a track and field performer. 
He is a past recipient of the “Alumni of Distinction Award” and in 2019 will be in-
ducted into the Greater Utica Sports Hall of Fame.
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