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LOUISVILLE —
Louisville captains Kyle
Kuric and Chris Smith re-
verted to walk-on status
this season when coach
Rick Pitino needed more
scholarships to land a
large incoming class.
It’s worked out for

everyone.
Kuric and Smith haven’t

missed a beat and the Car-
dinals are in the round of
16.
The players’ families are

financially able to pay for
their educations. Kuric’s
father is a neurosurgeon
and Smith’s brother is New
York Knicks guard J.R.
Smith.
Louisville has needed

the added roster depth
during an injury-filled
season. The Cardinals (28-
9) have won six straight —
including a Big East tour-
nament title and a run to
the West Regional semifi-
nals where they’ll face
Michigan State (29-7)
today in Phoenix.
Kuric leads the Cardi-

nals in scoring, while
Smith is third.
“Everything I am here is

not based on having a
scholarship or not. It’s
very much a team atmos-
phere and if I can do
something to make the
team better, then I’ll do it,”
Kuric said. “Nobody is
considered — we’re walk-
ons, we’re scholarships —
it doesn’t divide us in any
other way but title. We
don’t even think about it
at all.”
Smith and Kuric both

have had to overcome
major challenges on the
road to their success.
Kuric didn’t have any

major college offers com-
ing out of high school and
Smith’s first stop was at
Manhattan. Pitino said
both entered his program
without the guarantee of a
scholarship.
“Me and Chris are both

considered walk-ons and
you could ask either one of
us, we both say we
couldn’t care less,” Kuric
said. “It is what it is. We’re
on a team, we’re playing,
we’re starters, we’re cap-
tains and we just look at it
that way. Not that we’re
non-scholarship.”
They’re more than just

starters and captains —
they’ve been leaders on a
Louisville team that’s
struggled for offense.
Kuric is averaging a

team-best 13 points per
game with Smith averag-
ing 9.8 as the team’s two
best 3-pointer shooters in
the regular rotation. The
pair accounts for almost
four 3-pointers a game.
When Smith transferred

from Manhattan, he said
many felt he was making a
mistake.
Pitino said he mistook

the slim Smith for a ball
boy the first day he saw
him shooting at the team’s
facility. The 6-foof-2
Smith, who is currently
listed at 195 pounds, said
no one believed he’d even
see the floor at Louisville,
much less average 27.6
minutes per game.
“I would say the only

people that would’ve
thought that (I’d be a
starter) were my mom, my
dad, my brother and my-
self. Other than that, any-
body else would’ve been
like, ‘Oh, you don’t have a
chance to play,’” Smith
said. “Even the coaches at
Manhattan said the same
thing, ‘Why are you going
there? You’ll never play.’”
Their decision to revert

to walk-on status isn’t un-
usual — Mississippi State
forward Jarvis Varnado
paid his own way after
testing his NBA draft stock
— but it’s rare for two non-
scholarship players to be
playing at such a high level
this late in the season.
Of the other 15 teams in

the regional semifinals,
none has a player that’s
not on scholarship playing
extended minutes.
Kuric initially had

planned to walk-on at
Duke out of high school
before coming to
Louisville.
Though Pitino said he

would’ve never consid-
ered asking either Kuric or
Smith to give their schol-

arships back if their finan-
cial situations weren’t se-
cure, Kyle’s father said
there was a brief period of
uncertainty when the
coach made the request.
Steven Kuric said the

family needed to know
that Kyle would still be a
major part of the Cardi-
nals’ plans.
“I certainly think it was

a little bit of an adjustment
for Kyle, but like I said, it
didn’t change his status on
the team and I think that
was very important for
him,” Steven Kuric said.
“He’s very dedicated,
hardworking, self-moti-
vated in terms of basket-
ball.
“I guess you know your

children and we knew that
was always going to be
within him. That he would
have the level of reward-
success he’d have with
this, we never expected
that.”
Louisville also is having

unexpected success.
The Cardinals are back

in the round of 16 after
early tournament exits the

last two years. They’ve
also overcome a rocky reg-
ular season that included
three players suffering
season-ending knee in-
juries. But the injuries did-
n’t end there, guard
Peyton Siva (concussion,
left ankle) and Kuric (left
ankle) were also banged
up.
The Cardinals started

12-0 to rise as high as No.
4 in the rankings before
going 10-9 to end the reg-
ular season. They caught
fire in the Big East tourna-
ment and have won six
straight heading into
Thursday’s matchup with
the Spartans.
Kuric has been a key

part of the change.
“I was worried about

the offense. Shots weren’t
falling, we weren’t scoring.
We were having offensive
problems,” Kuric said.
“Then we just got back to
focusing on defense, that
led to us scoring even
more points, getting out of
the break, getting a lot of
steals, and that kind of
jump started our team.”
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ment as a No. 6 seed and to
Nevada two years earlier as a
seventh seed. All of Michigan
State’s other losses have
come either to a higher seed
or in the Final Four.
“I think our leadership has

been good most years,” Izzo
said. “That’s why we’ve had
some success.”
Pitino’s had his share, too.
He has gone to the Final

Four five times and is the first
coach to take three different
teams there, starting with
Providence’s improbable run
in 1987. Pitino also led Ken-
tucky to the 1986 national
championship, took
Louisville to the Final Four in
2005 and picked up his 600th
career victory in the Cardi-
nals’ opener this season.
Louisville has won at least

20 games in all but one of
Pitino’s 11 seasons with the
Cardinals — they had 19 his
first year in 2001-02 — and
been to the NCAA tourna-
ment nine of the last 10
years.
“He’s a Hall of Fame

coach. He’s a great coach to
play for,” Louisville point
guard Peyton Siva said. “He
teaches us a lot about how
he’s been to the Sweet 16’s,
how he’s been in the Elite 8’s,
Final Fours and national
championships. And every-
body grasps the fact that he
has been there and knows
what it takes to be success-
ful.”
Pitino’s success has come

from the frenetic way his
teams play.
No matter where he’s

been, the 59-year-old coach
has instituted a push-the-
pace style, his teams relying
on 3-pointers and defensive
pressure to create easy bas-
kets on the break. He started
with Providence during its
where-did-they-come-from
run and brought it with him
to Kentucky and later
Louisville. The Cardinals
were inconsistent at times
this season, but picked up
steam at the end, winning
four games in four days to
earn the Big East champi-
onship before beating
Davidson and New Mexico
to open the NCAA tourna-
ment.

“We know he’s going to
press,” Izzo said. “We know
they’re going to play a lot of
zone. Their offense has
changed a little bit, but I
think for the most part you
do get to know programs,
and I think these guys have
had success for a long time.
They tweak their systems,
but they don’t change them
all the time.”
An ability to adapt has

been the core of Izzo’s suc-
cess.
The Spartans play in the

elbow-and-shoulder-filled
Big Ten, but can transition to
almost any style. They
showed off their versatility
the last time these teams met
in the NCAA tournament, re-
peatedly breaking
Louisville’s press during a 64-
52 win that sent them to the
2009 Final Four in Detroit.
Michigan State has

adapted well in this year’s
tournament, too, outrunning
Long Island in its opener be-
fore grinding out a victory
over Saint Louis.
“We can play any way,

we’ve played any way,” Izzo
said. “That’s been a plus with
our program for I think all 15
years (of playing in the NCAA
tournament). We really can
play a slugfest or speed —
and I do enjoy both.”
He also enjoys a good re-

lationship with the coach
who will be just down the
sideline from him on Thurs-
day.
When Izzo was consider-

ing a jump to the NBA to
coach the Cleveland Cava-
liers, he consulted with sev-
eral coaches and friends
before making his decision.
One of those confidants was
Pitino, who had stints coach-
ing the New York Knicks and
Boston Celtics and advised
Izzo not to go.
“The Coach Ks of the

world, the Tom Izzo’s of the
world, the Billy Donovans,
they’re a true treasure for
these kids,” Pitino said. “I
mean, just the life lessons
these coaches teach these
young men. I don’t suggest
any college coach go to the
pros.”
Izzo didn’t and now Pitino

has to find a way to outsmart
him. It should be fun to
watch.
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CARDS, from B1

LAS VEGAS (AP) — Doc-
tors at a Las Vegas hospital
decided to keep storied for-
mer UNLV basketball
coach Jerry Tarkanian
overnight Wednesday for
observation after a mild
heart attack, despite origi-
nally planning to release
him, a hospital spokes-
woman said.
Mountainview Hospital

spokeswoman Amanda
Powell said Tarkanian’s sta-
tus had not changed de-
spite the change in plans.
She said he is still doing
“very well.”
Powell declined to give

further details.
Son Danny Tarkanian,

who planned to visit his fa-
ther Wednesday evening,
said his father is in the hos-
pital’s intensive care unit

receiving oxygen.
The 81-year-old former

coach was having trouble
with his oxygen levels and
was being tested for pneu-
monia or other conditions,
Danny Tarkanian said.
Danny Tarkanian said

his sister, a nurse, was by
their father’s side and opti-
mistic.
“She’s not too worried

yet,” he said. “At his age,
pneumonia could be a
pretty serious thing. We
hope that’s not it and we
certainly hope they find out
what the problem is with
why the oxygen’s not get-
ting through.”
The heart attack was

mild, Danny Tarkanian
said. He said his father feels
OK, but was scared when
the attack happened.

Tarkanian hospitalized
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Louisville’s Kyle Kuric, left and fellow senior Chris Smith both gave up their scholarships this season and played as walk-ons when the Cardinals
needed more scholarships to land a large incoming class. But Kuric, whose father is a neurosurgeon, said no player is looked at as a walk-on or
schoarship player, just a teammate.

SACRIFICE
Kuric, Smith walk on to help Cards win

“Everything I am here is not based on having a scholarship
or not. It’s very much a team atmosphere and if I can do
something to make the team better, then I’ll do it. Nobody 
is considered — we’re walk-ons, we’re scholarships — it
doesn’t divide us in any other way but title. We don’t 

even think about it at all.”

Louisville’s Kyle Kuric
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