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MINNEAPOLIS — Min-
nesota has worked hard to
overcome the season-end-
ing injury to star Trevor
Mbakwe and those four
straight losses to open Big
Ten play.

Ah, but the challenge for
the Gophers has barely
begun.

Starting Thursday against
rival Wisconsin, they play
five of their next six games
against teams currently
ranked in the Top 25 to close
out the month. Next Tues-
day, they host No. 3 Ohio
State. After a game at North-
western, Minnesota returns
home to face No. 11 Michi-
gan State and No. 23 Indi-
ana. Then there’s the
rematch with the 21st-
ranked Badgers in Madison.

“The good teams that are
going to be playing after the
season are the teams that do
their work. They get it done
this time of year,” coach
Tubby Smith said.

The Gophers have won
five of their last seven
games, but with so many
underclassmen playing key
roles and so few victories
over NCAA tournament-
contending teams, they’re
arguably one of the confer-
ence’s most mysterious

teams. When they struggle,
it isn’t pretty with their lead-
ing scorer and rebounder
Mbakwe wearing a knee
brace and watching from the
bench.

But there has been
enough flash — inspired se-
quences and clutch contri-
butions by starters and
reserves — to create plenty
of intrigue about these re-
maining games. Last season
at this point, the Gophers
were well into their free fall
that resulted in a 17-14
record and Smith’s first sub-
20-win season since 1993.

“It’s crunch time. Febru-
ary and early March is the
time you’ve got to really
buckle down and get ready
to play and finish out strong,
because we know how im-
portant that is,” said backup
center Elliott Eliason.

At 5-6 in the Big Ten and
17-7 overall, the Gophers
are squarely on the NCAA
tournament bubble. They
will probably need a few
more wins over quality op-
ponents to put themselves
in position for an at-large
bid. The good news is
they’ve got plenty of those
tough foes left on the sched-
ule.

The hard part is that they
have to actually beat them,
beginning with the Badgers,
who won six straight games

until a loss last week to Ohio
State.

“We’re definitely very ex-
cited to play, very anxious
and very focused at the
same time because we know
how much it matters, not
only for our fans base in
beating Wisconsin but for
ourselves and our goals of
trying to be in the tourna-
ment,” Eliason said.

Five of Minnesota’s next
seven games to finish the
regular season are at home.

“I don’t care who you’re
playing. It’s better to have it
this way,” Smith said.

The coach was apparently
concerned enough about
creating a favorable environ-
ment in which to face Wis-
consin that a message was
sent from his Twitter feed for
the first time in more than
15 months. “We need all our
Gopher fans fired up!” Smith
tweeted.

The first sellout of
Williams Arena this season
was for the last game there,
an overtime win over Illi-
nois.

“The fans were really be-
hind us. It was a battle and I
think that really helped us
pull it out,” said starting
small forward Austin
Hollins.

As Smith acknowledged,
the talent gap is small be-
tween his current starting

five and the guys who relieve
them off the bench. So
maybe it shouldn’t be such a
surprise that the reserves
combined for 40 of the 69
points in winning at Ne-
braska Sunday and 39 of 77
in the victory over Illinois
two games before that. 
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NASHVILLE, Tenn. —
Mike Slive helped propose
the plus-one plan to find a
national champion in foot-
ball and says actual change
remains a couple years away
even if everyone can agree on
changes to the Bowl Champi-
onship Series.

The Southeastern Confer-
ence commissioner said
Wednesday a decision could
be made later this year but
cautioned it’s premature to
speculate on what changes
might be made. He says they
need time to sit down and
analyze plans with discus-
sions needed among the
conferences.

“Really a lot of this discus-
sion is premature, and I want
to respect the process that
we’re in,” Slive told members
of the Nashville Sports Coun-
cil during a question-and-an-
swer session. “We’ve had
four-year formats since we
started. We’ve done it on the
basis of four years, so each
four-year period you have to
sit down and decide what for-
mat is going to be going for-
ward. So we have decided to
sit down and talk about this
from every different side.”

Slive said they started dis-
cussions the day after Ala-
bama beat LSU for the SEC’s
sixth consecutive national
championship in January
with another meeting sched-
uled later this month. He said
there will be several meetings
on the topic after he saw no
interest from his colleagues
or other conferences in pur-
suing a four-team playoff to
decide the BCS champ back
in 2008.

The format of pairing four
teams playing two semifinals
plus the title game was pro-
posed by Slive and the com-
missioner of the Atlantic
Coast Conference only to be
shot down by leaders of the
Big Ten, Pac-10, Big East, Big
12 and Notre Dame.

Now the Big Ten is ex-
pressing interest in changes.

“What would it look like
and whether it’s actually

going to happen, all of that is
premature,” Slive said. “I
think we need the time to sit
down and analyze it. We
need time to take ideas back
to our respective conferences
and ... a decision to be made
sometime later this year as
we begin to talk about the ...
next format.”

The SEC commissioner
said they also need to look
very carefully at how any
changes affect traditions like
bowl games. Before the ses-
sion, he said they have two
years left in the current for-
mat, leaving plenty of time to
work through any changes.

He’s also not sure what
prompted the current inter-
est in the plus-one plan.

“It’s been an enormous
success for us to have four
different teams win the na-
tional championship over the
last six years has been incred-
ible and unusual. It’s a record
that’ll never be broken,” Slive
said. “Whatever it is that
brings people to the table,
I’m glad they’re coming.”

Slive shot down talk of any
further expansion. The SEC
added Texas A&M and Mis-
souri as the league’s 13th and
14th members with the 2012
football schedules released
only a few weeks ago, and
conference officials have
many more details to handle.

“We’re at 14,” the commis-
sioner said. “It’s going to take
us time to absorb. I don’t
know if you realize how diffi-
cult it is to take two institu-
tions and move them into 12
other institutions whether it’s
scheduling or the way we’re
working together. So we have
our hands full for now.”

Slive’s appearance came
in part to help promote the
SEC’s women’s basketball
tournament in Nashville
starting March 1. Slive noted
between 2001 and 2019 the
league will wind up playing
11 basketball tournaments
in Nashville with the men’s
tournament coming to town
in 2013, 2015, 2016 and
2019.

Slive says changes 
to BCS at least 

couple years away

KNOXVILLE, Tenn. (AP)
— Sal Sunseri and John
Palermo have seen plenty of
different defensive schemes
in their combined 64 years
of coaching. That should
come in handy as they try to
transform the Tennessee de-
fense into a more multiple
unit capable of competing
with the top Southeastern
Conference teams.

“In this day and age you
have to be multiple,” said
Palermo, who is the Volun-
teers’ new defensive line
coach. “You can’t line up in

one thing. The offenses are
too good. The development
from what (the Vols coaches
have) done so far and look-
ing at what Sal has done (in
the past), it’s going to be
pretty multiple.”

As Tennessee’s new de-
fensive coordinator, Sunseri
has plans to install a 3-4 de-
fensive style. Sunseri said
Wednesday in his first ap-
pearance at Tennessee that
he wants to form a defense
that plays tough no matter
what kind of defensive
scheme they’re in.

Vols want varied ‘D’

COLLEGE FOOTBALL
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Duke’s Austin Rivers (0), Andre Dawkins (20), Seth Curry (30) and Ryan Kelly (34) celebrate Wednesday after Rivers hit a 3-pointer at the buzzer
to give the Blue Devils an 85-84 win at North Carolina. Rivers finished with 29 points.

By The Associated Press

CHAPEL HILL, N.C. —
Austin Rivers pulled up,
launched a high-arcing 3-
pointer — and shot No. 10
Duke right back to the top
of the Atlantic Coast Con-
ference.

The freshman capped
the Blue Devils’ furious
rally with a buzzer-beater
that gave them an 85-84 win
over No. 5 North Carolina
on Wednesday night — and
just might have put their
season back on track.

A few days earlier, Duke
was reeling after a home
loss to Miami — its second
defeat in a stretch of three
home games.

Just that quickly, the Blue
Devils find themselves
sharing first place in the
league with Florida State
and a Tar Heels team they
stunned by storming back
from 10 points down in the
final 3 minutes.

“This could be a huge
momentum thing for our
team right now,” Rivers
said.

Rivers finished with a
season-high 29 points — a
Duke freshman record for
points scored against North
Carolina — and his six of
the Blue Devils’ season
high-tying 14 3-pointers.

The last came over 7-footer
Tyler Zeller with the Blue
Devils (20-4, 7-2) trailing by
two in the final seconds.

With teammate Seth
Curry in the corner scream-
ing at him to shoot, Rivers
let the shot fly over Zeller’s
outstretched hand with
about a second left and it
swished through the net
after the buzzer sounded.

That sent the freshman
running down the court in
celebration while the Blue
Devils mobbed him and the
North Carolina crowd could
only watch in disbelief. It
also sent his dad, Boston
Celtics coach Doc Rivers,
into jubilant celebration in
the stands.

“It was two great basket-
ball programs, two big-time
teams,” North Carolina
coach Roy Williams said,
“and they made more plays
the last three minutes than
we did.”

As the Blue Devils came
off the court, Curry was
bear-hugged by Blue Devils
assistant coach Jeff Capel —
who’s most famous for hit-
ting another of the rivalry’s
signature shots, a running
40-footer at the buzzer that
sent the 1995 meeting at
Duke into double overtime.

“It took me a minute for
me to believe it was real,”

Curry said.
Rivers called it “my fa-

vorite win I’ve ever had in
my entire life.”

“And it’s because we
were down the whole
game,” he said. “The whole
game, we were down. ey
just kept it on us — 10-point
lead, 10-point lead. And
then there (were) 3 minutes
left and probably everybody
thought we were going to
lose, and we just kept fight-
ing.”

Harrison Barnes scored
25 points for the Tar Heels
(20-4, 7-2), whose school-
record 31-game home win-
ning streak was snapped.
Zeller finished with 23
points — but only four in
the second half — and 11 re-
bounds.

Zeller also missed two
free throws in the final
minute, including one with
13.9 seconds left that set up
Rivers’ winning shot, and
accidentally tipped the ball
into Duke’s basket while try-
ing for a rebound in the final
15 seconds.

“ey made the right
plays and we didn’t,” Barnes
said. “It’s just that simple.”

Ryan Kelly and Curry
each finished with 15 points
for the Blue Devils — who
trailed by 13 in the second
half, were down 82-72 with

2 1/2 minutes left and ap-
peared headed for their first
two-game losing streak
since 2009.

Tyler Thornton started
the comeback by hitting a 3
with just over 2 minutes re-
maining. Mason Plumlee’s
steal seconds later led to
another 3 by Curry with
1:48 left. Kelly then fol-
lowed with a jumper to pull
Duke to 83-80.

Zeller made it a three-
point game with a free
throw, but Kelly followed by
launching a long shot that
looked like a 3. With the ball
falling short of the rim, the
North Carolina big man
tried for the rebound but
accidentally deflected the
ball up and into the basket
— bringing the Blue Devils
within one point.

Zeller’s free throw ex-
tended North Carolina’s
lead to 84-82 with 13.9 sec-
onds left — plenty of time
for Rivers to etch his name
squarely into the lore of this
Tobacco Road rivalry.

“Guys responded well,
and it showed,” Kelly said.
“But that’s how we have to
play moving forward. We
have an incredible opportu-
nity as a team. We fought
our way back into the top of
the ACC. ... Now, we’ve just
got to keep it rolling.”

Rivers wins it for Duke

Gophers gear up for daunting stretch


