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alarming.
“The decline of the pro-

gram, yes, was surprising,”
he said. “Although we’ve
been competitive, we’ve
lacked the energy and the
fan support for whatever
reason. And the head coach
ultimately has to be respon-
sible for all aspects of the
program. When we are not
meeting the expectations
that I and everyone else
close to this program have
for this program, it forces
you to address it.”

Under interim head
coach Ray Harper, WKU has
gathered some momentum
as well as fan support. It has
won three of its past six and
drew a season-best crowd of
6,407 to E.A. Diddle Arena
on Feb. 4.

Ransdell said that athlet-
ic director Ross Bjork will
assemble a group of final-
ists for the head coaching
job. Ransdell and Bjork will
make the final call. It will be

the first major coaching
hire (football or basketball)
by Bjork, who came to the
university in March 2010.
Bjork declined to comment
on the search, but Ransdell
said his preference is to
have someone with head
coaching experience.

That criterion would
clearly favor Harper, who’s
a brand name statewide af-
ter leading his alma mater
Kentucky Wesleyan to Divi-
sion II national champion-
ships in 1999 and 2001. Har-
per also guided Oklahoma
City to NAIA titles in 2007
and 2008.

Since Ransdell was
named president in 1997, all
of his basketball hires have
been life-long assistants
(Dennis Felton, Horn, and
McDonald). Harper would
buck that trend.

“He has the opportunity
to have an audition,” Rans-
dell said. “Coach Harper is
seasoned. He wants this job.
I have great respect and ap-
preciation for Ray Harper.

He is absolutely a viable
candidate.”

Harper said he isn’t
thinking too much about his
immediate future. But when
asked if he wants this job
permanently, he said: “Ab-
solutely, it’s kind of where I
wanted to be my whole ca-
reer.”

Harper also guided Ken-
tucky Wesleyan to four run-
ner-up NCAA finishes, but
the 2003 finish was vacated
because the Panthers were
playing with two ineligible
players. Harper was not pe-
nalized, and Ransdell said
what happened at Wesleyan
won’t be an impediment.

Harper said he doesn’t
expect the vacated runner-
up finish to impact his
chances.

“Anybody who knows
anything about that, knows
what happened,” he said. “I
had zero violations.”

Other possible WKU can-
didates might be Florida as-
sistant coach John Pelphrey,
University of Louisville as-

sistant Richard Pitino and
University of Kentucky as-
sistant Orlando Antigua.
The latter two don’t have
head coaching experience.
Pelphrey coached in the Sun
Belt, guiding South Ala-
bama to the 2006 NCAA
Tournament before taking
over Arkansas in 2007.

Pelphrey, in his first sea-
son at Florida after being
fired from Arkansas, was in
Lexington last week when
the Gators played the Uni-
versity of Kentucky. The
Kentuckynativeandformer
UK player declined to com-
ment on the WKU job when
asked by The Courier-Jour-
nal.

But how good of a job is
WKU these days? The Hill-
toppers have an RPI of 246
and the third-worst overall
record in the Sun Belt. While
McDonald acknowledged
some recruiting mistakes
during his tenure, he said
the next WKU coach is in po-
sition to succeed quickly.

According to statsheet-

.com, the Hilltoppers are the
sixth-youngest team in Divi-
sion I with seven freshmen,
three sophomores, four ju-
niors and one senior. Fresh-
men guard Derrick Gordon
and forward George Fant
were top-150 recruits.

“I think the next guy is
set up for success,” McDon-
ald said.

Morehead State assistant
Adam Howard, a member of
WKU’s 2007-08 squad, said
coaches see WKU as a desir-
able destination.

“Everyone knows it’s a
top job, period,” Howard
said. “They have everything
in place for you to win: the
fan support, the resources,
the administration. They
are all about winning. Ev-
erything is set up for you to
win and win big.”

Tyrone Brazelton, the
starting point guard for
WKU’s 2008 Sweet 16 team,
lobbied hard for Harper.

“He’s the perfect guy for
the job,” Brazelton said. “I
think you need a coach with

a winning background at all
different levels and a coach
that can relate to the play-
ers. He definitely fits that
category.”

Until then, the Hilltop-
pers will try to salvage the
remaining four games of the
regular season and have a
good showing in the Sun Belt
Tournament.

“I’m not the guy that
writes the checks,” WKU ju-
nior point guard Jamal
Crook said. “I would love to
keep (Harper), but I don’t
make those calls.”
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Waiters’ miss gave the Cards
the ball with a chance for the fi-
nal shot because his team knew
what play to run. Point guard
Peyton Siva was going to pene-
trate off a screen from Gorgui
Dieng and look to kick it back
out to Kyle Kuric or Chris
Smith.

Siva dribbled into traffic and
turned the ball over trying to
throw the ball out to Dieng.

“I just made the wrong deci-
sion,” Siva said. “I didn’t see
Kyle wide-open in the corner,
but I won’t make that mistake
again.”

Siva said the length of Syra-
cuse players in its zone gave
U of L problems. And Orange
coach Jim Boeheim instructed
center Fab Melo to stay back
and not to rush Siva’s drive so
he would not have open passing
lanes.

After the turnover, Waiters
missed the front end of a one-
and-one, giving the Cards a fi-
nal chance with 1.1 seconds left.
But Angel Nunez didn’t get a
shot off after not catchng the
ball cleanly at halfcourt.

It was typical for the game.
Neither team was able to get a
lot of good looks as both shot 34
percent from the floor.

Kuric, who has had two 20-
plus scoring games against the
Orange in his career, was never
allowed to get into a rhythm and
made just 1 of 8 attempts.

“We were going to play Kur-
ic the whole game. He’s averag-
ing about 30 against us for his
career,” Boeheim said. “He’s
not All-Big East against us, he’s
All-American. We forgot him
one time, and he made a 3. We
were going to make sure we
played him.”

The Cards were hurt by a
prolonged absence from Siva.
The junior guard picked up
three fouls in the first half,
which led Pitino to play Elisha
Justice for the first six minutes
of the second half.

Pitino tried Russ Smith at
point in the first half, but he had
four turnovers. Freshman Kev-
in Ware, also a backup at point,
had a stomach virus and didn’t
even join the team on the bench.

Justice didn’t hurt the Cards,
but Pitino lamented having only
one dribble penetrator against
the Syracuse zone.

“We’ve handled their zone
really well in the past couple of
years because we had multiple

guys dribble penetrate,” Pitino
said. “Tonight we had only one
(Siva) able to do it, and then he
took himself out of the game.”

It wasn’t the shooting from
the field that doomed the Cards.
It was their 12-for-21 free-throw
shooting.

Behanan, who was 2 of 5
from the line, said the Cards
may have been too excited.

“We’re shooting the ball too
fast. We just have to slow down
and let it roll off our finger
tips,” Behanan said.

Facing their biggest deficit
of the game at 44-36, the Cards
started their rally when Beha-
nan, who led the Cards with 16
points, dunked a Kuric missed
3-point attempt. It was their
first field goal in more than six
minutes and started a 15-2 run.
When Behanan tipped in a
Smith miss, it gave U of L a 51-
46 lead with 3:40 left. The Cards
wouldn’t score again.

Turns out the game-winner
for the Orange came on a C.J.
Fair layup that capped a 6-0
spurt with 2:11 remaining.

“An opportunity like this
doesn’t come around too often,”
U of L senior Chris Smith said.
“Now we have to pretty much
win out and beat them at their
place next time.”
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U of L's Chris Smith is trapped in the corner late in the game by a Syracuse defender. Smith had 10 points in
34 minutes. PAT MCDONOGH/THE COURIER-JOURNAL

SYRACUSE 52
Player min fg fga ft fta rb to a pf tp
Christmas 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Joseph 25 2 5 3 3 6 2 1 4 7
Melo 37 4 7 3 3 6 0 0 2 11
Jardine 26 0 8 0 0 5 2 5 2 0
Triche 23 4 11 0 0 5 1 2 3 8
Waiters 31 3 10 0 1 5 1 3 1 7
Fair 35 5 12 3 4 5 2 0 2 13
Keita 3 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 3 2
Southerland 18 2 7 0 0 4 0 1 1 4
Team 0
Totals 200 21 61 9 11 37 8 12 18 52

LOUISVILLE 51
Player min fg fga ft fta rb to a pf tp
Kuric 35 1 8 0 0 7 1 0 2 3
Behanan 29 7 8 2 5 9 0 1 1 16
Dieng 40 2 9 5 6 10 5 3 2 9
Siva 27 3 5 1 4 2 5 4 3 8
C. Smith 34 3 11 1 2 6 0 0 4 10
Nunez 0+ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
R. Smith 10 0 4 3 4 3 4 1 1 3
Swopshire 10 1 2 0 0 2 1 0 0 2
Justice 9 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Blackshear 6 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 0
Team 1
Totals 200 17 49 12 21 40 16 10 15 51

Halftime — Louisville 24, Syracuse 22.
3-point goals — Syracuse 1-15 (Joseph 0-3, Jardine

0-1, Triche 0-3, Waiters 1-4, Southerland 0-4), Louisville
5-19 (Kuric 1-6, Siva 1-2, C. Smith 3-7, R. Smith 0-2, Jus-
tice 0-1, Blackshear 0-1).

Shooting percentage — Syracuse 34.3, Louisville
34.7.

Steals — Syracuse 12 (Joseph 2, Melo 2, Jardine 1,
Triche 1, Waiters 1, Fair 1, Southerland 4), Louisville 3
(Behanan 2, Siva 1).

Blocked shots — Syracuse 3 (Joseph 1, Melo 1,
Southerland 1), Louisville 4 (Dieng 4).

Attendance — 22, 738.

immediately, Pitino hesitated a
few seconds before Russ Smith
reached the scorer’s bench.

That was as costly as any of
the 16 turnovers Louisville com-
mitted. When the whistle blew
again 24 seconds later it was to
signal that Siva had earned his
third foul for reaching in.

He sat for the remainder of the
half — and for the first 6½ min-
utes of the second. By the time he
returned Siva was not the same
player who spent the game’s first
10 minutes carving through the
2-3 Syracuse zone.

“We lost a tough game that we
should have won,” Chris Smith

said.
You could say that again — and

Pitino and several players did.
They knew they outrebounded
Syracuse by three and dogged the
Orange into missing 14 of 15 3-
pointers.

Here is what I’ll say: The
Cards are now 8-5, parked in sixth
place in the Big East. Louisville
has been beaten by four of the
five teams ahead of them — Syra-
cuse, Marquette, Notre Dame
and Georgetown.

It didn’t have to be that way. It
should not have been that way. It
would not have been that way if
Louisville could make free
throws.

The Cards were 12 for 21 (57.1

percent) at the line Monday
night. They were 10 for 17 (58.8
percent) in a three-point home
loss to Georgetown. They were
17 for 27 (63 percent) in a two-
point, double-overtime home loss
to Notre Dame.

That’s the way you give up a
double-bye in the Big East Tour-
nament. That’s the way you get
beat in the NCAA Tournament.

“I know everybody can make
free throws on our team, but it
lost us the game today,” Siva said.

That and several other whiffs.

Reach Rick Bozich at (502) 582-4650
or rbozich@courier-journal.com, and
read his blog and previous columns
at www.courier-journal.com/bozich.
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Coach Rick Pitino talks to point guard Peyton Siva after Siva threw the
ball away at the end of the game. PAT MCDONOGH/THE COURIER-JOURNAL
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